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ABSTRACT 
Through both federal and state educational legislation, there have been efforts to increase 
the accountability of schools in meeting the educational needs of all students and 
increasing the nation's graduation rates. States and districts across the nation have 
responded differently to these laws. As one pattern, there has been a rise in alternative 
schools and programs developed to address the educational needs of students who have 
not been having success with the traditional school model. Even as alternative schooling 
becomes more common, there is limited guidance in establishing these programs and 
limited professional development designed specifically for those teaching or leading 
alternative programs. For me, that is not just an abstract problem, I coordinate an 
alternative program in a rural Nebraska district and I must make decisions and lead 
processes that best serve the students who come our way. I also interact with other 
alternative educators who struggle with the same dearth of guidance and research on our 
educational situations. This dissertation study examined the current alternative programs 
in one region of Nebraska to inform of the design of a collaborative networking system 
that is able to share resources and expertise, generate meaningful inquiry and promote the 
growth and development of improved alternative programs. Data were collected through 
a survey of key players in local alternative education programs (n=14) and follow-up 
 semi-structured interviews from four of the survey participants were conducted. Findings 
from the ethnographically-informed design study recognized differences and similarities 
amongst alternative programs as well as strengths and areas for growth. While this 
document is an obvious outcome of this dissertation research, so too is the still-incipient 
network of alternative educators who helped with this inquiry. 
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LIST OF DEFINITIONS OF TERMS 
Alternative Education: educational activities that fall outside the traditional public school  
Credit Recovery:  ability to retake coursework to achieve a passing grade and earn credits  
toward high school graduation 
Continuation Schools:  designed to meet the needs of secondary students that have not  
graduated high school but are required by state law to be enrolled but are  
considered at risk of not completing their education  
Education Service Agency (ESA):   a multiservice entity that provides services and  
programs to local public school districts 
Educational Service Unit (ESU): subdivisions that aim to provide core educational  
services (technology, instructional materials, services, and staff development) to  
localized regions. 
Nonmetropolitan:  regions where the core nearby population center is a town or small city  
with a population of less than 50,000. The US Census Bureau characterizes all  
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Growing up in southwestern Wisconsin, I attended a small school district in rural, 
or ‘non-metropolitan’ America. At a young age, I was placed in the district’s Gifted and 
Talented program and was very successful in school. I participated in a variety of 
extracurriculars including softball, piano lessons, volleyball, basketball (not a strength of 
mine), band, and Odyssey of the Mind. However, as I got older, school and 
extracurriculars played less of a role in my life and I was often at odds with the 
expectations of the school. Although I still participated in the Honors classes and was in 
higher-level coursework, I struggled to stay engaged in school, or perhaps I should say, I 
struggled to stay engaged by school, as that moves the focus away from what was going 
on in my head to what the environment was that I was negotiating. I often think back and 
reflect on the support system and high expectations that others had for me and how, 
without that, things could have easily played out differently.  
 Even though school wasn’t necessarily my priority as an adolescent, I also found 
myself in situations helping other students. My senior year I tutored a student who was 
having difficulty getting through an English course required for graduation. I spent time 
tutoring other students at the elementary classroom and found that I liked working with 
struggling students. 
As I entered college, this continued. I took an internship with a social worker my 
sophomore year. I also began doing practicums in both regular education and special 
education roles. This is when I really decided that my heart was set on working with 
students who have difficulty in school or with students who may not be enjoying school. 
After all, I could relate.  
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In 2007, I graduated with my bachelor’s degree in Special Education. Since then, 
I have pursued careers working with students in special education in high poverty schools 
in Colorado and Nebraska, in both core metropolitan and non-metropolitan districts. Just 
as I was starting my doctoral program in 2017, I accepted a position as the coordinator of 
alternative programs in a small district more than an hour from the city where I used to 
live. This new position has helped me consider a whole new category of how we are 
trying to revitalize the education of students who are struggling—i.e., alternative 
education. While for my whole career I have seen many of the challenges that students 
and families face with education and have continued to want to be an advocate for these 
individuals, now I am in a position where the whole structure and praxis of the school is 
intentionally different from traditional schooling. While my new alternative school is 
small enough that I can still think of particular faces and names as I ponder one or 
another educational challenge or struggle, my task is no longer the classroom role of 
helping this student. It is a little bigger—how could/should I lead a program that helps 














Having roots in the experimentalism, idealism, and discontent of the 1960s (Fink, 
2000), alternative programs have consistently evolved over the past decades as an 
approach to address the increasing pressures on secondary schools and the growing 
demand to meet the needs of students who have not been successful in the traditional 
school setting (Lange & Sletten, 2002; Rennie Center for Education Research & Policy, 
2014; Tissington, 2006; Velasco, Austin, Dixon, Johnson, McLaughlin, & Perez, 2008). 
Schools in nonmetropolitan areas often face unique challenges to address the diverse 
needs of students (Murry & Herrera, 1998), many of whom may end up in an alternative 
setting.  
Concurrently contributing to the research on alternative schools, rural education, 
and the creation of educator professional networks, the study described here examined 
some of these challenges and how some districts are responding. This research identifies 
how alternative programs in the southeastern region of Nebraska are structuring 
alternative education to address the needs of students at risk of dropping out. I identify 
four components of these alternative education programs: participant information, 
program descriptors, access to professional development specific to the instructor’s 
teaching assignment within an alternative program, and the implementation of research-
supported practices surrounding alternative education. With these data, I began to create a 
regional collaborative network for teachers and leaders in secondary alternative 
education, using both Eckerson’s (2015) description of regional network creation as part 
of response to a problem of practice and Hamann’s (2005) notion of peer-to-peer lateral 
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exchanges of professional information between educators in different buildings and 
districts confronting similar challenges.  
This chapter is organized into the following sections: (1) overview of the issues, 
(2) statement of the problem, (3) purpose of the study, (4) problem of practice questions, 
(5) significance of the study, (6) limitations of the study, (7) definition of terms, and (8) 
summary of the problem.  
 
Overview of the Issues 
Alternative education programs were initiated and steadily evolved through the 
1950s and 1960s (Fink, 2000; Tissington, 2006). Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, as the 
civil rights movement was gaining momentum, public education systems were being 
criticized for exclusion and racism (Lange & Sletten, 2002; Raywid, 1981; Tissington 
2006). In response, President Johnson enacted the Elementary and Secondary Education 
Act of 1965 (ESEA) (Lange & Sletten, 2002) to make schools more equitable and to 
provide new options for “youth vulnerable to academic or behavioral failure” (Velasco, 
2008, p. 1). The ESEA offered a federal commitment to providing equal and meaningful 
educational opportunities to low-income and minority students (Paul, 2016). As the 
United States continued to work through options to provide new opportunities to 
disadvantaged students, the alternative education movement emerged both inside and 
outside of public school systems (Lange & Sletten, 2002).  
Alternative education has taken many forms, but one type of program that has 
remained prominent is the continuation school. Continuation schools are “used as an 
option for those who were failing in the regular school systems because of issues such as 
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dropout, pregnancy, and failing grades” (Lange & Sletten, 2002, p. 5). These programs 
have served a large number of at-risk youths who need another alternative to the 
traditional setting. These alternative settings may be housed within the traditional school 
or outside of the general education setting. The models of alternative education programs 
vary drastically between districts and states. However, continuation schools have 
increasingly been used to address the “growing critique of education and the increasing 
pressures on schools to better serve each and every youngster” (Raywid, 1981, p. 553). 
These programs are also often referred to as credit recovery or credit acceleration 
programs with the goal of providing students that are at-risk of dropping out a new 
opportunity to engage in school and receive a high school diploma.  
As federal legislation continues to hold students to higher academic standards, 
alternative programs seek ways to balance these standards with the needs of at-risk 
students. The No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) was signed into law in January 2002 
and intended to increase accountability measures and improve academic standards for all 
students through various forms of testing (Aron, 2006). The increased accountability 
standards have required schools to monitor the progress and performance of their 
students, particularly categories of students who have historically struggled in our public 
school systems. As part of NCLB, Congress included graduation rates in our 
accountability system for the first time (Gonzalez, Kennedy, & St. Julien, 2009). “The 
increased accountability standards may be a contributing factor to the increased number 
of students placed in alternative education programs” (Tissington, 2006, p. 20). So NCLB 
precipitated a variety of alternative education programs that were needed to create 
different avenues for students who were at risk of school failure within the traditional 
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school system (Lehr, Tan, & Ysseldyke, 2009). While NCLB was officially replaced by 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) in 2015, schools have continued to seek new and 
innovative ways to engage students where traditional schools have failed to educate 
effectively. To reduce the dropout rate, schools have been more focused on “attending to 
students’ learning styles and needs so they can be successful beyond high school” 
(Rennie Center for Education Research & Policy, 2014, p. 2).   
 With a new outlook on designing programs for education, states have also begun 
to address some alternative education programs through legislation. However, “a scan of 
the state statutes reveals no common definition of alternative education; the language 
used across states varies widely, and in several states, alternative education is used only 
in case of disciplinary removal or behavioral programs,” (Rennie Center for Education 
Research & Policy, 2014, p. 3). The federal government and many state legislations focus 
on defining alternative education settings that are separate from the public school 
institution, such as juvenile facilities or charter schools. They often do not address 
alternative education programs that are located within the public school systems (Lehr, et 
al., 2009; Lehr, Lanners, & Lange, 2003; Porowski, O’Connor, & Luo, 2014).  
Given my study (and my work) were situated in Nebraska, I mainly used 
Nebraska’s definitions of alternative education here. The Nebraska state legislation has 
addressed alternative schools in two chapters of Title 92 - Nebraska Department of 
Education (NDE). The first applicable legislation that still pertains to current practice was 
Chapter 17 (also referred to as Rule 17) which addressed alternative programs for 
students that have been expelled from school. The second targeting legislation, which is 
also still active policy, was Chapter 18 (also referred to as Rule 18), which addressed 
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interim schools in separate settings such as juvenile shelters, detention centers, or 
institutions (Nebraska Department of Education, 1997, 2003). The Nebraska state legal 
framework does not address the other components of alternative programs, such as credit 
recovery initiatives that are housed within the public school system. According to a 
representative from the state department of education who I informally interviewed i, 
these types of alternative programs are required to meet the same standards and course 
requirements of the public high school but are not evaluated separately. Moreover, 
accountability data are not necessarily being disaggregated for these alternatives to 
determine if these programs are helping to improve the educational outcomes for 
students. To better understand the impact of alternative schools at a fuller extent, it may 
be “important to review these results in context, as alternative schools generally serve 
students with multiple risk factors who have not succeeded in traditional settings” (Lehr 
et al., 2009, p. 30).  
Through a review of literature, I found there is an absence of federal educational 
policy surrounding the programming of alternative education. Because of this, states are 
being left to create their own policies to oversee and examine statewide alternative 
programs (Schlessman & Hurtado, 2012). “State-level alternative education policy is 
often vague, confusing, inconsistent, and at odds with general policies that govern high 
schools” (Almeida, Le, Steinberg, & Cervantes, 2009, p. 3) resulting in a discontinuity 
between districts and states. This gap in research regarding the predominance and 
effectiveness of alternative education programs provides the context for this study. Aside 
from the types of alternative programs outlined through Title 92-Nebraska Department of 
Education, there is currently no policy or accountability system for Nebraska’s alternative 
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programs. In fact, it is even difficult to find all the schools that have alternative programs 
because the programs are often embedded within the public school system and not 
identified as a separate entity.  
The autonomy of alternative programs creates difficulty in uniting alternative 
school leaders and teachers for collaboration efforts. The unification of alternative school 
leaders and teachers may allow for an ability to provide collaboration and professional 
development opportunities specific to the education of at-risk youth and alternative 
programming. Some local networking, such as through an education service area (ESA), 
or Educational Service Unit (ESU) as they are referred to in Nebraska, could be 
beneficial to alternative education teachers and leaders. ESA-type organizations have 
been created in a majority of the states to allow rural districts access to critical programs 
and services (Harmon, 2017). These types of organizations could provide a system to 
unite key players in alternative education that develop goals and implement strategies to 
support research-based practices.  
Collaboration efforts would allow for teachers and leaders of alternative programs 
to create a joint effort in outlining the shared goals they have for these institutions. With 
minimal educational policy and legislation regarding alternative education, I would argue 
there is room to implement a bottom-up reform approach (Honig, 2004) to create a 
collaborative vision for alternative programs. In this approach, “schools become key 
decision makers” (Honig, 2004, p. 528) and lead the charge in implementing effective 
communication efforts which embrace the future and progress of these programs. 
Together, the key players in alternative education become the front-line policy makers 
that unite to further identify research-supported practices and policies that support 
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individuals, families, schools, and communities. Professional development and 
networking are the keys to collaboration and understanding the needs of our students. 
Once we understand what is best, we will be better equipped to provide services for at-
risk students. As Maya Angelou once said, “Do the best you can until you know better. 
Then when you know better, do better.”  
 
Statement of the Problem 
Situating Myself as a Researcher and Practitioner 
As I begin discussing the problem of practice I have engaged in exploring, it is 
important to first note my role within the Carnegie Project for the Educational Doctorate 
(CPED) and how that directly ties to my work as a practitioner. I began my work as a 
coordinator for alternative education in the fall of 2017, one semester after joining the 
Carnegie Project for the Educational Doctorate (CPED). The CPED program is “focused 
on the commitment to preparing scholars of educational practice” (Hamann & Wunder, 
2013, p. 162) with the intention of helping educators identify problems of educational 
practice and strategize ways to address these issues in a larger construct. During this 
program I was encouraged to engage in thoughtful reflection and discussion about the 
challenges educational practitioners face. It was through this forum that I was empowered 
to identify myself as a developing scholar. Upon accepting this coordinator position, I 
understood that I was new to the field of alternative education. However, I embraced my 
position as an EdD student to embark on a journey of developing knowledge to improve 
the practices that surrounded my profession through educational research design and 
implementation.   
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As a coordinator, I oversee two alternative programs as well as the transition 
program for special education. The two alternative programs consist of one that is 
designed specifically for students with the special education identification of Emotional 
Disturbance (ED), and the other is designed for students in need of credit recovery. My 
previous teaching experience has been in K-12 special education, including working as a 
self-contained behavior teacher. My teaching experiences have provided me with 
knowledge and resources for both the behavior program and the transition program that I 
oversee. However, starting this position, I felt under-equipped to understand the needs 
and programming necessary to assist with the alternative credit recovery site.  
Through my work as an EdD student, partnered with my role as a coordinator for 
alternative education in a nonmetropolitan community in southeastern Nebraska, I have 
been exposed to new realities within education. Prior to my position as a coordinator in 
alternative education, I had little knowledge about methods schools used to provide 
flexible educational pathways to foster student success for students that have been 
unsuccessful within the traditional school model. As a former special education teacher, I 
had only minimal exposure to the alternative schools through high-schoolers on my 
caseload that attended the alternative school.  I knew that my dual role as a doctoral 
student and a practitioner offered me an opportunity to gain further knowledge and 
expertise in an area that I had limited knowledge on, but an area for which I developed a 
strong passion.  
After accepting the coordinator position, I began shadowing and observing 
students and the leader within our alternative programs for the district I serve. I became 
more aware that education in these programs was very student-centered. No two 
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schedules looked the same. Some students were on shortened days, some were attending 
high school classes, and some acquiring credits through work outside of the school 
setting.  
In this position, I became cognizant of the many outside supports that alternative 
programs utilize to improve outcomes for students. TeamMates mentoring programs, 
probation officers, therapists, trackers and regular visits from family support workers 
were examples of outside supports that students utilize on a regular basis. Some students 
also attended English Language Learning (ELL) classes at the high school. Some of these 
students were set up with job sites in the community that allowed them to gain elective 
credits toward graduation requirements. There were a host of stakeholders working 
together for the betterment of the students.  
This new perspective in education motivated me to understand the many ways in 
which alternative settings can serve to provide innovative opportunities for students to be 
successful when other schools have previously failed them. Through my coursework and 
my practitioner experience, I have been able to grapple with a variety of issues 
surrounding alternative education. I have gained an understanding of the importance of 
these types of programs and the crucial role they may play in enhancing the lives of 
students that may be utilizing their last chances for graduation. However, as I was 
constructing this new knowledge, I was also learning about the challenges educators in 
alternative education face. I had the opportunity through the CPED program to use my 
research as an opportunity to speak to educational stakeholders and begin to initiate 
discussion for change. It is critical that special time and effort is made to continue to 
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advance these types of programs and that we continue to support students through 
alternative pathways.  
Challenges in Alternative Education 
As a leader in an alternative education setting with a passion for improving our 
programs, I have witnessed some of the challenges nonmetropolitan schools face in 
meeting the needs of students. Knowledge of community partners and outside resources 
seemed to be lacking, impacting the ability to utilize these services efficiently and 
effectively. Professional development specific to alternative programs was not prevalent 
because these types programs are scarce in rural areas. Gaining access to additional 
resources proved to be a challenge as I struggled to identify a local network of 
professionals to collaborate with and substantiated the need for attention to alternative 
education. 
Alternative education programs are also situated within a unique context in the 
field of education. Currently, in the state of Nebraska, there is no special endorsement for 
alternative education that does not fall under the umbrella of special education. Although 
there are not many of these programs across the nation, some states, such as Wyoming, 
Nevada and Wisconsin offer an alternative education certification or endorsement 
program that addresses the needs of at-risk students receiving their education in an 
alternative school or program (State of Nevada Department of Education, 2019; 
University of Milwaukee, 2019; Wyoming Professional Teaching Standards Board, 
2018).   
As with many states, there are inconsistencies in the type of instructor who 
teaches students in alternative settings. Through the NCLB and more recent ESSA, our 
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government has increased expectations and awareness regarding highly qualified 
teachers. However, the legislation only minimally outlined the expectations that teachers 
must possess in relation to content knowledge and teaching skills (U.S. Department of 
Education, 2009). Currently there is very basic “legislative or policy language stating 
alternative teachers must be certified or comply with state standards” (Lehr et al., 2009, 
p. 27). This negligence in policy leads to the autonomy of alternative education and 
results in questions about the instructional and staffing needs (Lehr et al., 2009) as well 
as the educational preparation needed to best serve this population of students.  
Alternative programs in nonmetropolitan areas are scarcer and often have only 
one or two people per district assigned to the programs. In rural areas, there are often not 
“sufficient numbers of students to establish and operate a separate alternative school 
campus” (Government Accountability Office, 2019, para. 23). In fact, some districts must 
develop a contract with their local Educational Service Unit (ESU) for services to be 
provided to their students. Yet in the two programs I coordinated, the enrollment totaled 
an average of 20 students.  
Educators in alternative programs are faced with the challenge of having few 
other professionals in the field to turn to for advice or guidance. Previous literature 
(Aron, 2006; Flower, McDaniel, Jolivette, 2011; Lange & Sletten, 2002; Lehr, et al., 
2003; Rennie Center, 2014) regarding alternative programs identifies research-supported 
practices that can be identified in well-run programs; however, it can be argued with 
minimal guidance or leadership to engage teachers in professional development, these 
practices may not be common knowledge (Aron, 2006). Lange and Sletten (2002) state 
that despite the research on promising practices in alternative education, it is unclear 
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“whether these points of best practice are, indeed, ‘practice’ for most existing alternatives 
is a matter yet to be thoroughly discussed” (p. 9). Without opportunities for professional 
development or networking amongst colleagues, these practices appear to be virtually 
isolated and inconsistent.  
 
Purpose of the Study 
 As a practitioner devoted to positively impacting the field of education, I 
investigated schools in nonmetropolitan areas, defined as cities under 50,000, that served 
students in alternative education. Although I used the term nonmetropolitan, it is worth 
pointing out that no town in my research had a population of over 15,000. (‘Non-
nonmetropolitan’ is not a real term, but if it existed, its extra emphasis on the lack of 
population centers where I work would be descriptively accurate.) Through this 
investigation, I identified the areas of strength and opportunities for growth that will 
allow us to focus valiant efforts on improving the educational experiences for this 
population of students. I also described why educators talking with other similarly 
situated educators in a network can be a key mechanism for assuring the professionalism 
and nimbleness of our efforts. 
Through this research, I located area schools that serve students in an alternative 
setting. Using surveys and interviews, I identified ways in which these schools implement 
strategies and access resources to provide at-risk students with an opportunity to engage 
in an alternate form of learning. This research sought to determine ways in which 
alternative programs do things differently than traditional schools to promote the success 
of students at-risk for dropping out and directing them toward a high school diploma. 
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Using the data collected to establish both interest and need, I created a regional 
networking system for sharing ideas, strategies, and practices with the goal of 
collaboration, improvement, and promotion of our alternative programs.  
 
Problem of Practice Questions  
 The problem of practice questions for this study identify alternative education 
programs, evaluate the implementation of research-supported practices and establish a 
collaborative network for alternative education teachers and administrators.  
1. How do professionals working in alternative education describe their programs? 
2. How do professionals working in alternative education describe professional 
development opportunities specific to their context? 
3. In what ways are alternative education programs implementing and generating research-
supported practices? 
4. How can I organize a localized networking system for the collaboration of teachers and 
teacher leaders within alternative education aimed at improving the educational outcomes 
of students in these programs? 
 
Significance of the Study 
More landmark legislation, such as IDEA, NCLB, and ESSA have given rise to 
holding all students to high academic standards and increasing accountability for schools 
(Tissington, 2006). Multiple federal and state mandates have increased emphasis on 
improving graduation rates and reducing dropout rates (Dessoff, 2009; Franklin, Streeter, 
Kim, & Tripodi, 2007). Alternative programs are one tool districts have been using to 
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address this growing national concern. Although various types of programming models 
are used in alternative schools, most programs are designed primarily for secondary 
students at-risk for failing or dropping out of traditional schools (Lange & Sletten, 2002; 
Tissington, 2006). With the expected rise in alternative schools, educational systems must 
focus on understanding the need to adapt to the strengths and needs of their students 
rather than students being required to adapt to schools. “Our society needs them to 
succeed” (Goodman, 1999, p. 5) and schools must embrace their role in providing options 
for students to flourish.  
In education, “one of the great values of the job, its diversity of experience, is also 
one of the biggest challenges” (Brock & Goodman, 2013, p. 1). For many students, there 
seems to be a mismatch between their lives and the educational system in which they are 
mandated to attend. The incongruity between the school and the student may be viewed 
as a result of the structure of the schools. “Schools as currently organized are much better 
calibrated to serve privileged groups than groups placed on the margin” (Deschenes, 
Cuban & Tyack, 2001, p. 527). More optimistically, for the students who do not fit into 
this traditional model of schools, “alternative education can provide viable opportunities” 
(Goodman, 1999, p. 13).  
To reach a vast number of students who have become disconnected from schools, 
alternative programs must consider “changing the current structures and philosophy of 
existing schools” (Brock & Goodman, 2013, p. 5). Alternative programs must adapt their 
programs to remedy this mismatch and “acknowledge the complexities of the school 
leaving process” (Goodman, 1999, p. 18). Alternative schools and programs must seek 
ways to become fundamentally different from the foundation of traditional education 
25 
 
(Goodman, 1999) with the goal of increasing academic performance and reducing 
dropout rates. There is a need to “develop teachers and administrators who are 
knowledgeable, courageous, and motivated to challenge the old paradigms so that we can 
create models for success” (Brock & Goodman, 2013, p. 5). These changes in education 
are necessary and critical to a large number of at-risk youths whose futures may depend 
on our educational systems.  
This group of at-risk students needs to be given special attention as they have “not 
fit the mainstream mold” (Deschenes et al., 2001, p. 527) and risk serious consequences 
for their future. The stakes are high for this group of at-risk students when considering 
the outcomes for students that dropout of school. Negative outcomes for dropping out of 
school are widespread and include personal, social, and economical consequences. 
Personal and social consequences for dropping out include higher rates of depression, 
drug and alcohol use, and involvement with the criminal justice system (Franklin et al., 
2007; Smith & Thomson, 2014). Individuals who dropout of high school have an 
increased risk of developing chronic health conditions compared to students that receive a 
high school diploma (Chapman, Laird, & KewalRamini, 2011; Vaughn, Sales-Wright, & 
Maynard, 2014). 
Economic consequences for students that drop out include lower salaries and 
higher unemployment rates (Franklin et al., 2007; Smith & Thomson, 2014). Figure 1 
shows that individuals that have dropped out of high school are at the highest risk of 
unemployment at the age of 25 and over (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2017). On the 
economic front, there is also a growing need to prepare students for the 21st century and 
the growing demand for some postsecondary education. As Kamenentz and Turner 
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(2016) state, we need to “shift the paradigm from allowing some kids to drop out to 
recognizing that a high school diploma is now the bar” (para. 30).  
 
Figure 1.1 Unemployment Rate by Level of Education  
Students who have dropped out have more reliance on social services including 
Medicaid, Medicare and welfare assistance (Chapman et al., 2011; Franklin et al., 2007; 
Smith & Thomson, 2014). It is estimated that students who dropout of high school cost 
the nation, on average, $240,000 over his or her lifetime due to lower tax contributions 
and greater reliance on social government reforms (Chapman et al., 2011). There is a 
need to address the dropout rate in our nation for many reasons. Addressing the dropout 
rate could have noticeable positive effects on outcomes of individuals, the economy, and 
the criminal justice system. Alternative programs have been viewed by researchers as a 
positive solution to address these concerns (Dessoff, 2009; Franklin et al., 2007; 
Goodman, 1999). To understand how alternative schools address the concerns related to 
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student drop-out rates, a more in-depth look at regional alternative programs in rural 
areas or small towns is necessary. 
Through identifying and understanding what programs were doing, the goal was 
to create a regional networking community that collaborates to analyze the impact these 
programs were having on students. Together, professionals could establish which 
research-supported practices are being implemented, which are missing, and create a plan 




My goal was to be able to work with other alternative teachers and leaders to 
identify both the successes and challenges of operating these types of programs. If 
educators and leaders in alternative education can collaborate with the best interest of our 
students in mind, then we can start having conversations regarding what strategies are 
working and successful approaches to sustain these efforts. We can also begin to open 
discussions relative to the challenges practitioners face in alternative education and ways 
to overcome these struggles to improve the outcomes of students who may be 
experiencing their last hope in the educational system. Honest assessment and reflection 
into the role of alternative education and the outcomes for the students it serves is 
necessary to maximize the efforts of programs that are aimed at some of our most 
vulnerable youth.  
 Through networking, the aim is to identify, for myself and the teachers in our 
alternative schools, opportunities to attend professional development events relevant to 
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alternative education that may not be currently offered through our districts. Throughout 
my career in education, I have participated in various professional development 
experiences. As a practitioner, I have been driven to always try to be the best I can be and 
continuously find ways to improve. Without being provided the chance to engage in new 
learning that applies directly to my career, I fear that I am not achieving this goal. 
Professional learning empowers educators to understand their teaching and make changes 
to their educational practices (Campbell, 2013). “When educators learn, students learn 
more” (Mizell, 2010, p. 19). I need opportunities to expand my knowledge and skills to 
implement practices that improve the outcomes of students in alternative education.  
 Through networking, professional development, and further research, I aim to 
identify research-supported practices for alternative education settings. The collaboration 
with other districts will allow us to have reflective conversations about the best strategies 
and programming options to suit our population of students. The composition of students 
in alternative programs varies greatly; therefore, it is important to continuously engage in 
professional development opportunities to learn and apply new, effective strategies. 
Alternative education programs rely on the key players (teachers, administrators, school 
boards, and superintendents) to make decisions that are most beneficial for the students; 
“the reality is that people, not programs, are the change” (Brock & Goodman, 2013, p. 
206). As alternative programs continue to rise in numbers (Aron, 2006), there is likely to 
be more research on the most effective programming models. Continuing to engage in 
research and discussion surrounding this movement towards more effective alternative 
education services will be essential for better serving the students who do not fit the mold 
of the traditional model of education.  
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 Alternative programs serve to break the cycle of failure for students who have not 
been successful with the regular school model. For these students, it is essential that key 
leaders in alternative education begin to consider the lack of educational policy 
surrounding alternative programs “especially when circumstances call for leadership and 
advocacy” (Brown & Addison, 2012, p. 5). Beginning conversations about effective 
strategies that will reach students engaged in a struggle with education is essential for our 
future as a society. It is my hope that through the investigation of current practices and 
conversations with alternative educators and leaders, we can begin the process for 
implementing a positive change to impact our students that need it the most. This study 
provided evidence-based recommendations of research-supported practices as reported by 
current alternative education providers. The results from this study may guide strategies 
to better improve networks and services provided to at-risk students through alternative 
education programs to decrease the long-term negative consequences of high school 













 REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
 
History of Alternative Education 
Alternative schools were originally created in response to a biased educational 
system that “was not serving all students in a fair and equitable manner” (Lehr et al., 
2009, p. 19). Through the evolution of alternative schools in the 1950s and 1960s 
(Tissington, 2006), two types of alternative schools became popular to serve students 
outside of the inequitable public schools. The first of these schools was known as the 
Freedom Schools and they were created in response to the need to provide a better 
education to minority students. Freedom Schools were often run in church basements and 
store fronts (Lange & Sletten, 2002). These schools were designed to “give children 
freedom to learn and freedom from restrictions” (Tissington, 2006).  
 The other type of alternative program that was created outside of the public 
school was the Free School (Lange & Sletten, 2002). These schools were “founded on the 
notion that mainstream public education was inhibiting and alienating to many students” 
(Lange & Sletten, 2002, p. 3) and that schools must allow students the ability and 
freedom to explore their interests and curiosities. The focus within these schools was 
individual achievement and personal growth. 
 The alternative programs mentioned above, although popular at the time, quickly 
lost their momentum and died out. However, these alternative programs laid the 
framework for our current alternative programs within public schools (Raywid, 1981). 
These schools reinforced the idea that educational systems cannot be a “singular, 
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inflexible system...that alienated or excluded major sectors of the population” (Lange & 
Sletten, 2002, p. 4). With this emerged the idea that not all students learn the same way 
and in the same context. Alternative schools are founded on the “belief that students 
require different avenues for learning and that alternatives were necessary to reach a vast 
array of students in American education” (Lehr et al., 2009, p. 20).  
 By the late 1960s, alternative programs began to surface within the public school 
systems. The first of these types of schools were known as Open Schools (Lange & 
Sletten, 2002). Open Schools were characterized by “parent, student, and teacher choice 
as well as pacing, noncompetitive evaluation, and a child-centered curriculum” 
(Tissington, 2006, p. 19). Open Schools influenced and set the stage for our present 
alternative education systems. Although there is no clear definition for alternative 
education, these programs provide services for students whose “achievement in 
comprehensive schools has lagged” (Velasco et al., 2008, p. 1) and provides them with a 
renewed opportunity to complete their graduation requirements.  
 
Current Definition of Alternative Schools 
Because there is little agreement on the definition of alternative education, this 
term has caused “confusion among education, students, and the general public” (Lehr et 
al, 2009, p. 19). Alternative learning environments can provide a broad range of 
educational programs that range from work-based studies, online programs, charter 
schools, and a school within a school, to name a few. However, even with the “lack of 




As a response to the growing demand to serve students through alternative 
programming, states have begun to adopt legislation to define alternative education and 
provide some policy and programming to support these programs. Porowski et al. (2014) 
found through a review of literature that alternative education can be defined through a 
set of four dimensions: 
● Whom the program serves 
● Where the program operates 
● What the program offers 
● How the program is structured 
However, states have taken different approaches to defining and designing educational 
alternatives and legislation does not always encompass the full picture of alternative 
education. Due to the difference in creation of alternative programs, the 
comprehensiveness of these alternative education programs is still quite unclear.  
Nebraska’s State Legislation Addressing Alternative Schools 
 With the use of the above dimensions of a definition, Porowski et al. (2014) 
examined all 50 states’ definitions using the states’ departments of education as well as 
the websites containing state statutes and administrative codes. According to this 
research, Nebraska’s state definition does not specify the grade level or age of students 
served but does specify that alternative education programs are designed for students with 
behavioral problems. Through the Nebraska definition, alternative education programs 
are located within or affiliated with an accredited school. These programs focus on 
regular academic instruction, counseling, and career education. 
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The Nebraska state legislation addresses alternative schools in two chapters of 
Title 92 - NDE. The first is Chapter 17 (also referred to as Rule 17) which addresses 
alternative programs for students that have been expelled from school. The second is 
Chapter 18 (also referred to as Rule 18) which addresses interim schools in separate 
settings such as juvenile shelters, detention centers, or institutions (Nebraska Department 
of Education, 1997; Nebraska Department of Education, 2003). The Nebraska State 
legislature does not address alternative schools that are housed within the public school 
system. These alternative sites operate with a “relatively high degree of autonomy, and 
little is known about their governance or the consistency of program policies” (Brown & 
Addison, 2012, p. 5).  
Rule 17.   
Rule 17 provides the Nebraska definition for alternative schools, programs, or 
classes as “the special category of schools, programs, or classes required by law to be 
provided for expelled students” (Nebraska Department of Education, 1997, p.1). The 
purpose of this law is to ensure that students that are expelled from schools are being 
provided an opportunity through their school district to continue their academic work 
until graduation. These schools, programs, or classes must meet the provisions of this 
legislature. It does allow districts the option to create an arrangement with another district 
or educational service unit to provide these services. It also allows for a variety of service 
delivery models including community-based, home-based, distance learning, or other 






Rule 18 was signed by Governor Johanns on December 29, 2003 to address the 
rules and procedures set forth for interim schools in the state of Nebraska. These interim 
schools can be located in places such as juvenile emergency centers, county detention 
homes, or institutions within the state. The purpose of this rule is to require the 
collaboration between public schools and interim schools to ensure an appropriate 
education is being delivered and students are provided an opportunity to make progress 
toward graduation (Nebraska Department of Education, 2003). 
Overview of Definition 
Although Nebraska legislation only recognizes Rule 17 and Rule 18 for 
alternative programming, it must be understood that there are a variety of alternative 
programs that are operating across the state outside of the ones outlined above. 
Alternative education programs are constantly changing and evolving to meet the needs 
of the populations of students that are not successful in the traditional school setting 
(Lange & Sletten, 2002; Porowski et al., 2014). Because of the various types of programs 
and students served in alternative education, it continues to be necessary to provide a 
broad definition which may include “schools or programs that are set up by states, school 
districts, or other entities to serve young people who are not succeeding in traditional 
public school environments” (Aron, 2006, p. 6). It is important to note that these 
programs serve students who are failing academically. This may be due to different 
reasons: academic or behavioral needs, which may include special education, poor 
attendance, history of suspensions, disruptive behaviors, or pregnancy. For these 
students, alternative education offers a different setting with innovative learning methods 
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and models (Aron, 2006; Tissington, 2006; Lange & Sletten, 2002). Alternative schools 
should be attentive to “what happens to the students who do not fit the mainstream 
academic mold” (Deschenes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001, p. 539) and determine “how school 
structures can change to meet their needs” (Deschenes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001, p. 539).  
 
Types of Alternative Schools 
Although there is a “wide range of accessibility and programming in alternative 
schools across the country,” (Lange & Sletten, 2002, p. 8) most alternative education 
programs serve vulnerable youth, often at the secondary level. The purpose of these 
programs may vary but through a review of literature, there are three identified types of 
alternative programs based on the specific goals and characteristics (Aron, 2006; Lange 
& Sletten, 2002; Tissington, 2006).  
• Type 1 alternative education programs tend to focus on providing a match for 
the student and the program and are often schools of choice. These programs 
offer unique administrative organization and strategies to meet the individual 
needs of students (Aron, 2006; Lange & Sletten, 2002; Tissington, 2006). 
Models of these types of schools range from “schools-within-schools to 
magnet schools, charter schools, schools without walls, experiential schools, 
career-focused and job-based schools, dropout-recovery programs, after-hour 
schools, and schools in atypical settings like shopping malls or museums” 
(Aron, 2006, p. 4).  
● Type II alternative education programs are aimed at the behavioral 
modification and remediation of students. These schools are often referred to 
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as “last chance” schools where students are assigned to them as a last step 
before expulsion. These are typically not schools of choice and are used to 
“segregate, contain, and reform disruptive students” (Aron, 2006, p. 4). 
Placement in these schools is intended to be short-term but can be longer, if 
necessary (Aron, 2006; Lange & Sletten, 2002; Tissington, 2006).  
• Type III alternative education programs are intended to provide therapeutic 
services for students with social and emotional problems that create academic 
and behavioral barriers. These programs are also intended to be short-term 
with the ultimate goal of reintegration into the traditional setting after 
remediation. Type III programs typically target specific populations with an 
effort to provide additional services such as counseling, social services, or 
academic remediation; however, students can choose not to participate in 
these programs. (Aron, 2006; Lange & Sletten, 2002; Tissington, 2006).  
 Research suggests hybrid alternative programs have also emerged. These 
programs combine “school choice, remediation, and innovation to form a ‘second 
chance’ program that provides another opportunity for success within the educational 
system” (Lange & Sletten, 2002, p. 6). These types of hybrid programs focus on the 
educational challenges that the student possesses rather than a specific risk factor. These 
educational challenges could vary in nature, but the following are some distinct groups 
that have been identified.  
● Students who have gotten into trouble and need some short-term placement to 
get them back on track (Aron, 2006; Porowski et al., 2014) 
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● Students who are parents or soon-to-be parents or have home situations that 
don’t allow them to attend school full-time (Aron, 2006) 
● Students who are older and fell off track educationally but want to return to 
receive credits (Aron, 2006; Lange & Sletten, 2002, Porowski et al., 2014) 
● Students who have fallen behind educationally and who have significant 
problems, low reading-levels, and are over age for their grade. Many of these 
students have been held back, some more than once, and many of them have 
received special education services (Aron, 2006; Franklin et al., 2007; Lange 
& Sletten, 2002, Porowski et al., 2014) 
Credit Recovery Programs 
 Many of these hybrid programs are designed to help students who are behind 
academically or have life circumstances that put them at-risk of falling behind in their 
graduation plans. One type of program that fits this hybrid model is a credit recovery 
program. 
A credit recovery program provides students with the opportunity to retake courses they 
have previously failed because of poor grades or absenteeism. “Driven by government 
requirements to produce better results, more districts are using credit recovery programs 
to help students in trouble get back on track and boost achievement levels for the students 
and districts alike” (Dessoff, 2009, p. 44).  Credit recovery programs give students a 
chance to recover credits and make gains toward graduation. These types of programs are 
not only used to help students, but they are also implemented to improve graduation rates 
for districts (Noble, Pelika, & Coons, 2017).  
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 Credit recovery programs typically share some common goals for students. They 
aim to provide “a pathway for students to get back on track, to avoid failing additional 
courses and falling further behind, and to graduate ready for a college and/or a career” 
(Noble et al., 2017, p. 1). With the same goals in mind, credit recovery programs have 
explored different modes of instruction including face-to-face, online, or a blended 
program that includes both components.  
 In person. 
 Traditional models of credit recovery programs have been conducted in a “face-
to-face setting led by a certified teacher instructor during a regular school year or during 
summer” (Noble et al., 2017, p. 1).  However, it has been noted that classified staff have 
also been used to monitor alternative programs (Noble et al., 2017). Face-to-face 
alternative programs typically use “textbooks and other printed materials” (Dessoff, 
2009, p. 44) and may look more like a traditional classroom model. 
One of the greatest benefits in a face-to-face program is small size and more one-
on-one interaction between the teacher and students (Lange & Sletten, 2002, p. 6).  With 
having teachers readily available, students can ask questions and get more of an 
immediate response (Dessoff, 2009). The small teacher-student ratio allows the teachers 
to support students more thoroughly in subject areas in which they may be struggling.  
Critiques of face-to-face programs include not allowing for as much flexibility 
with scheduling. Attendance is one of the biggest factors that hinder the success of 
students in these types of settings (Noble et al., 2017). Face-to-face programs mimicking 
the traditional school model could be a deterrent for school attendance. As Goodman 
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(1999) states, “any enlightened educator knows that the mismatch of students and school 
is not corrected by more of the same” (p. 15).  
 Online. 
 There have been many changes in the delivery of services in alternative programs 
due to the advancement and availability of various technologies. In recent years, there has 
been an increase in Online Credit Recovery Programs (OCRPs) and this mode of 
instruction can be referred to as “e-learning, online learning, as well as virtual learning” 
(Franco & Patel, 2011, p. 18). However, there is limited research on the impact or 
prevalence of these programs because “few states formally track or report student 
participation in online learning” (Clements, Stafford, Pazzaglia, & Jacobs, 2015, p. i).  
 OCRPs have many proponents and critics. Proponents of OCRPs praise the 
flexibility of programming for students. These programs often have an open enrollment 
with students having the option to begin courses at any point during the school year 
(Dessoff, 2009). These programs are often viewed as having a “whenever and wherever” 
(Dessoff, 2009, p. 46) approach because students can access the instruction from various 
locations. It allows “students who are homebound to continue with their education” 
(Franco & Patel, 2011, p. 18). Students who have children at home do not have to worry 
about hiring babysitters during class time. Also, it allows students to take coursework 
during the night. If students have employment during the school day, it offers options to 
take coursework outside of the traditional school hours (Franco & Patel, 2011). OCRPs 
also allow students to work at their own pace and recognize that students may have 
circumstances that require taking more time.  Online programming allows flexibility for 
students to work at different paces.  
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 Although there are many benefits to OCRPs, critics have also pointed out some 
thoughtful concerns. Critics of online learning note that the programs used are “often 
unclear and confusing for students” (Franco & Patel, 2011, p. 18). Some students have 
difficulty participating in online programs because of their limited skill sets, which may 
include technical or academic skills (Franco & Patel, 2011; Oliver, Osborne, Patel, & 
Kleiman, 2009). Other critics have questioned the authenticity of assignments and the 
pedagogy of online delivery (Franco & Patel, 2011). Researchers have reported low 
completion rates for online programs ranging from 30-50 percent of students completing 
their online coursework (Clements et al., 2015). For students to be successful in these 
programs, they need to have “self-regulative strategies and the ability to guide their own 
learning” (Franco & Patel, 2011, p. 18). Unfortunately, many of the students that are 
enrolled in these programs have not yet developed these skills which contributes to the 
lower completion rates. Figure 2 provides some further insight about the potential 
benefits and limitations of online credit recovery programs (Jobs for the Future, 2014, p. 
8).  
 




 Many school districts are combining face-to-face and online instruction to meet 
the diverse needs of the students enrolled in their credit recovery program. Research has 
supported this mode of instruction over purely online courses because it leads to “greater 
retention and stronger outcomes...echoing the need for students to feel connected to real 
persons” (Oliver et al., 2009, p. 39).  It is also reported that this type of hybrid 
programming has outcomes like those with face-to-face instruction, both “higher than 
students in the online courses without supportive mentors” (Noble et al., 2017, p. 2).  
 
Characteristics of Alternative Schools 
This evolution of programs and the need to address a variety of strengths and 
needs across districts has made it difficult to identify specific similarities amongst them 
(Lange & Sletten, 2002; Rennie Center for Education Research & Policy, 2014; 
Tissington, 2006). However, even though service delivery models, contexts, and program 
design for alternative schools may vary throughout states and school districts, there are 
“common characteristics of alternative education models across the United States” 
(Rennie Center Education Research & Policy, 2014, p. 4) that include specific student 
characteristics, funding issues, and research-supported practices.  
Student Characteristics 
Although there is limited national data about the students that participate in 
alternative programs, research and policy literature indicate that alternative education 
targets groups of children deemed “at-risk.” (Rennie Center Education Research & 
Policy, 2014). Dating back to the alternative school movement in the 1980s, alternative 
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education has been designed as a dropout prevention program (Lange & Sletten, 2002). 
Increased inquiry into understanding the dropout rate in the 1980s and 1990s initiated 
research into the “educational practices and policies that play a role in school dropout 
prevention” (Lange & Sletten, 2002, p.10). Often alternative schools come up in the 
literature surrounding dropout prevention as a way in which schools have addressed the 
diverse reasons students choose to drop out. This population of students can vary widely 
but some of the characteristics of students can be seen in the figure below (Rennie Center 
Education Research & Policy, 2014, p. 4).  
 
Figure 2.2 Characteristics of Students in Alternative Education 
It is important to note that this chart presents a variety of challenges that students 
face, but fails to account for the many strengths, talents, and interests that these students 
bring to their education. Many students faced with adversity have the resiliency to 
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overcome such obstacles. Providing these characteristics is not meant to be used as a 
method to define students in alternative education but rather just to provide some insight 
into the challenges many of these students encounter.  
 
Funding. 
 Funding sources for alternative education programs are dependent on many 
factors and vary tremendously nationally, as well as within states and local regions. A 
survey completed across the country found that most alternative education programs were 
funded primarily through state and/or local education funds (Rennie Center Education 
Research & Policy, 2014). However, many programs are also “based on a variety of 
unreliable funding sources, such as grants, charitable contributions, and fees for service” 
(Aron, 2006, p. 21). This unreliability poses challenges for programs such as the ability to 
maintain a program, having variance in resources amongst sites, and inconsistency in 
funding across years (Rennie Center Education Research & Policy, 2014).  
In a review of legislation on alternative education, it was noted that “32 states 
have some policy or language in the law addressing alternative education funding” (Aron, 
2006, p. 21). However, in a conversation with NDE, funding specific to alternative 
education programs in Nebraska are limited to those that fall under Rule 18. In these 
cases, separate schools such as juvenile detention centers are able to get funding through 
the state. However, for alternative education programs that operate within the school 
district, the cost of these programs are owned by that district. An employee from NDE 
noted that in Nebraska, there may be options for grants available, but there is no state or 




 Research has supported the use of a variety of practices that are beneficial to 
alternative practices. Choosing the term “research-supported practices” was done 
intentionally. Although some researchers like to utilize the term best practices, it 
presumes that the field has confirmed the ideal and it infers finality. Some researchers 
prefer the term exemplary practices. Again, this term infers the best of the best and 
implies that the practices are exemplary in all environments. However, the field of 
education is constantly evolving and with that, new practices and environments emerge. 
Therefore, I chose to use the term “research-supported practices” because it recognizes 
current research supports the use of these practices, but also acknowledges the potential 
for new developments in the field.  
Current research is showing that successful alternative educational programs 
share some common practices that can be categorized into three areas: academic, 
personal/affective, and structural (Smith & Thomson, 2014). The following outlines some 
of those practices that promote student progress; however, as Lange and Sletten discuss 
(2002), it is unclear whether these practices are truly in place.  
Academic. 
 There are research-supported practices regarding academics that help to make 
effective alternative education programs. “Successful programs have a clear focus on 
academic learning that combines high academic standards with engaging and creative 
instruction and a culture of high expectations for all students” (Aron, 2006, p. 12). 
Individualizing instruction is a very important aspect of alternative programs considering 
many of the students may be functioning at a different grade level compared to their 
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placement (Goodman, 1999). It is important that alternative education schools are 
ensuring the personalization of programming and customizing options for students 
(Rennie Center Education Research & Policy, 2014). The philosophy of education 
programs must be based off a non-deficit model. Instead of students needing to change to 
fit the educational model, programs must focus on the strengths of the individual and 
change their approaches to fit the students’ needs (Goodman, 1999; Rennie Center 
Education Research & Policy, 2014).  
Many of these programs include functional curriculum that provide opportunities 
for students to engage in meaningful activities relevant to the students’ future (Goodman, 
1999; Lange & Sletten, 2002; Tissington, 2006). Learning in alternative programs must 
be made applicable to life outside of school and apply to their future academic or 
employment goals. Many successful programs incorporate nontraditional practices such 
as opportunities for participation in volunteer work, vocational training, and enrichment 
activities outside of the classroom (Rennie Center Education Research & Policy, 2014; 
Smith & Thomson, 2014; Tissington, 2006). Because of the need to provide 
individualized instruction and opportunities for nontraditional schooling practices, 
alternative programs allow more flexible scheduling. Students must also have a voice in 
the creation and monitoring of their personalized learning plan and goal-setting (Aron, 
2006; Lange & Sletten, 2002).  
 Personal/Affective. 
 Strong alternative schools develop programming that is personal and meaningful 
to students. These programs require attentive and caring staff (Tissington, 2006; Rennie 
Center Education Research & Policy, 2014) with “teachers who know how to build 
46 
 
strong relationships with students and motivate their success” (Rennie Center Education 
Research & Policy, 2014, p. 4). Successful programs create a sense of community in and 
outside the school. Teachers and leaders seek out agencies, organizations, and individuals 
in the community to provide assistance and opportunities for students (Tissington, 2006; 
Rennie Center Education Research & Policy, 2014, Aron, 2006).  
Alternative programs must establish clearly identified goals for social, emotional, 
and behavioral change in a safe environment (Tissington, 2006, Rennie Center Education 
Research & Policy, 2014; Smith & Thomson, 2014). In addition to academics, alternative 
schools should incorporate the teaching of life skills including “self-efficacy, 
communication skills, and problem-solving abilities that are critical to the successful 
functioning or adaptive behavior of the individual” (Goodman, 1999, p. 29). Many 
schools develop mentoring programs for students and families that help facilitate this 
growth (Smith & Thomson, 2014). 
 Structural. 
 There are some very important structural characteristics of alternative schools that 
are considered research-supported practices. Due to the need for individualization in 
these programs, it is essential to provide a smaller environment lower student-teacher 
ratio (Lange & Sletten, 2002; Rennie Center Education Research & Policy, 2014; Smith 
& Thomson, 2014). Many effective alternative programs are in a “clean and well-
maintained” facility (Aron, 2006, p. 12) that may be located away from the high school. 
This separation may offer a new beginning in a “neutral territory” (Aron, 2006, p. 12).  
 Beneficial alternative programs focus on ongoing program evaluation and staff 
development (Aron, 2006; Tissington, 2006, Rennie Center Education Research & 
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Policy, 2014). An effective program has “a strong, engaged, continuous, and competent 
leadership” (Aron, 2006, p. 13). There is a focus on engaging staff in professional 
development in areas such as behavior management, alternative learning styles, and 
communication with families (Rennie Center Education Research & Policy, 2014). 
Continuous and comprehensive program evaluation can lead to stronger programs that 
are serving the needs of the students utilizing them.  
 
Challenges in Rural or Nonmetropolitan Districts 
 With an understanding of the characteristics and research-supported practices 
surrounding alternative education, schools in nonmetropolitan and rural districts are faced 
with some unique challenges that impact these alternative programs. Rural districts are 
facing an increase in enrollment (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010) with an 
“increasingly diverse student population” (Johnson, Humphrey, & Allred, 2009, p. 17). 
Rural districts must rise to the challenge of meeting the diverse academic needs of their 
students as well as the demanding federal and state accountability standards (Alliance for 
Excellent Education, 2010). However, the geographic isolation, limited funding, and the 
size of these districts impacts them in a variety of ways including access to resources, 
student supports, diverse options, and limited opportunities for professional development 
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010; Johnson et al., 2009, p. 17; Murry & Herrera, 
1998).  
Access to Resources, Student Supports and Diverse Options 
 Rural and nonmetropolitan districts often lack access to resources, student 
supports, and diverse options for their students. Information about important educational 
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reforms and services isn’t always as readily available in rural districts (Alliance for 
Excellent Education, 2010, p. 23). Rural districts also struggle with access to more 
advanced coursework. According to Lavalley (2018), “taking lower level courses is not a 
matter of choice, but a matter of access” (p. 10).    
Rural districts often have limited social service networks to address the needs of 
students at risk, “including those dealing with substance abuse, teen pregnancy, gang 
involvement, and other serious problems that impact their personal well-being, academic 
success, and career preparation” (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010, p. 5). Smaller 
districts may struggle connecting students with appropriate counseling opportunities and 
other important services such as “psychologists, substance abuse treatment providers, and 
other specialized professionals” (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010, p. 24).  
 Smaller districts also struggle with recruiting and retaining qualified teachers, 
especially in specialized areas such as special education and English Language 
Acquisition (Johnson et al., 2009; Murry & Herrera, 1998, Lavalley, 2018). Because of 
the lack of resources and access to diverse services to support students, rural districts 
often struggle to meet the needs of their diverse populations of students. Many of these 
students are at higher risk for dropping out of high school (Alliance for Excellent 
Education, 2010; Lavalley, 2018).  
Professional development 
 The geographic isolation, small size, and limited resources impact the 
opportunities for educators to access professional development specific to unique 
contexts (Batelle for Kids, 2016). First, the geographic location often situates rural 
districts “isolated from major universities” (Murry & Herrara, 1998, p. 47) and limits 
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access to post-baccalaureate education. Secondly, district provided professional 
development often is delivered as a “one-size-fits-all model of staff training” (Murry & 
Herrara, 1998, p. 48). This type of staff development does not cater to the individual 
needs of teachers.  
School leaders and teachers in rural communities struggle with access to 
meaningful professional development (Lavalley, 2018). To respond to a more 
personalized approach for professional development, schools have begun to develop 
professional learning communities (PLCs) to engage teachers in a “school-based 
collaborative improvement” (Batelle for Kids, 2016, p. 3). However, in rural districts, this 
has proved difficult as many educators “make rueful jokes about being a ‘PLC of one’” 
(Batelle for Kids, 2016, p. 3). In acknowledgement of these professional development 
barriers, educational service agencies have begun to create rural education collaboratives 
aimed at uniting job-alike educators for professional growth.  
 
Rural Education Collaboratives 
 Rural and nonmetropolitan communities have a growing demand to respond to 
these challenges as well as creating and improving educational opportunities for all 
students. Although rural communities face a variety of challenges in accessing resources 
and professional development, some districts have responded by creating a “professional 
development network that would link rural educators in a learning community” (Batelle 
for Kids, 2016, p. 3).   
 Linking educators across nonmetropolitan districts creates opportunities to “share 
resources and collective expertise, inspire collective responsibility for student learning, 
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and generate frequent and meaningful inquiry and networking opportunities among 
teachers and schools” (Batelle for Kids, 2016, p. 3). Creating a network of professionals 
from the same education discipline provides a “forum for teachers to talk with one 
another, pose problems, and generate new solutions” (Zepeda, 2004, p. 148). This type of 
learning community allows for dialogue that promotes growth and development and is 
guided by purposeful reflection (Zepeda, 2004). As teachers develop ownership, they 
become more involved in the planning of professional development opportunities that are 
“based on the real needs and demands” (Longworth, 2006, p. 5) within their profession. 
This type of empowerment can lead teachers to become agents of educational change, 
calling “on their abilities to solve the problems and challenges they face” (Voogt et al., 
2014, p. 262). 
 
Basis for Research 
 Continued investigation of research-supported practices in alternative education 
is necessary to begin to draw conclusions and make holistic changes to the policies and 
practices that guide these programs. With a rise in alternative programs over the last few 
decades, there is a growing need to ensure that these programs are benefitting the 
students. “Unfortunately, research on the connection between promising practices and 
academic outcomes remains limited” (Rennie Center Education Research & Policy, 2014, 
p. 5). Our educational system has shown time and time again with increased dropout rates 
and the rise in student and school mismatch, that we have an obligation to put effort into 
advancing and evaluating alternative programs that have served students successfully.  
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This research aimed at gathering data about the status of alternative programs in 
nonmetropolitan communities. This data provided some foundations for creating a 
structure to unite professionals in the alternative education community with the shared 
goal of exploring and implementing “innovative, research-based, and promising practices 
to improve teaching and learning” (Batelle for Kids, 2006, p. 6). The impact of this 
localized group of educators can foster positive changes and improve the outcomes for 





















 In 2017, I began my work in the Carnegie Project for the Educational Doctorate 
(CPED). Since enrolling in this program, I began to view myself not only as someone 
working with students that may be struggling with the educational system but now as an 
agent for change. I have a better understanding of the impact practitioners engaged in 
research can make. As a teacher leader currently working in the field of alternative 
education, I have been faced with some new challenges and felt some of the limitations 
within this new context of school, especially being in a narrow field of education in small 
town America. This study addressed the perceived problem in my practice as a 
coordinator of alternative programs: the absence of a professional community in which to 
pose questions, discuss concerns and collaborate ideas to overcome the challenges we 
face. Empowered by my work in the CPED program, I intended to create an opportunity 
to produce usable knowledge that will provide practical solutions for educators and 
leaders of alternative education. My goal was to impact the systems surrounding 
alternative education and create networking and professional development opportunities 
specific to the alternative education professional community.  
In this chapter, I begin by describing the ethnographically-informed educational 
design research (Mehan, 2008) chosen as my framework and pose my problem of 
practice questions.  I provide a definition of my role as a researcher and provide the 
context for my study.  I then provide an overview of the timeline of the design project.  
Thereafter, I describe the survey and interview methods used in data collection including 
participant selection and instrument details.  Finally, I address the process of data 
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analysis and reporting and how this process assisted in the design of a collaborative 
networking group.   
 
 Figure 3.1 Ethnographically-Informed Design Research Process 
 
Overview of Methodology 
The study conducted used an ethnographically-informed educational design 
research approach in which I used components of ethnography to develop insights and 
create practical solutions in a real-world context. The benefit of ethnography is the rich 
detail of context it provides through data. Ethnography represents “educators’ knowledge 
from their own perspectives inside schools” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2009), p. 91). As 
Erickson (1999) states ethnography “provides an inquiry process by which we can ask 
open-ended questions that will result in new insights about schooling in American 
society” (p.65). The use of this ethnographic approach provided a “particular lens or 
perspective on policy processes” (Hamann & Rosen, 2011, p. 4). However, this isn’t the 
end of the road for educational practitioners.  Practitioners, like myself, want to “attempt 
to put research results into practice” (Mehan, 2008, p. 81).  By adding design research, 
the practitioner researcher “features a collaboration between practitioners and 
researchers, gives a voice to the practitioners in the research team and engages them in 
the co-creation of new knowledge” (Voogt et. al, 2015, p.263). McKenney and Reeves 
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(2019) identify five features of educational design research: theoretically oriented, 
interventionist, collaborative, responsively grounded, and iterative.  
Theoretically Oriented 
 Theories have been developed to explain, predict, and describe phenomenon 
within various disciplines. Theory is a driving force in challenging and extending our 
knowledge. “A defining feature of most disciplined research is that it uses existing theory 
to frame inquiry” (McKenney & Reeves, 2019, p.12) and design research is not unique in 
this aspect. Theoretical understanding, however, is also used to “shape the design of a 
solution to a real problem” (McKenney & Reeves, 2019, p. 13).  In other words, the 
“theory must do real work” (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012, p. 17) and challenge 
researchers to create change and advance the field. The goal of design research is to 
“generate evidence-based claims about learning that address contemporary theoretical 
issues and further the theoretical knowledge of the field” (Barab & Squire, 2004, p. 6). 
Educational design research can lead to the refining and expanding of theories (Anderson 
& Shattuck, 2012) and ultimately contribute to substantial change in educational practice 
(van den Akker, 1999).  
Interventionist 
 The design of an intervention is a key feature of a design-based research project 
(Anderson & Shattuck, 2012) with the aim of identifying a significant problem in 
education and developing creative solutions (McKenney & Reeves, 2019). “The term 
intervention is used broadly to encompass different kinds of solutions that are designed” 
(McKenney & Reeves, 2019, p. 13). These designs could include a learning activity, 
learning processes, educational products, the introduction of an administrative activity, a 
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technological intervention, programs, or even policies (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012; 
McKenney & Reeves, 2019). The intention of design research is to “make a real change 
on the ground” (McKenney & Reeves, 2019, p.13).  
Collaborative 
 Educational design research varies from other research methodologies in part 
because of its collaborative nature. This type of research requires collaboration “among a 
range of actors connected to the problem at hand” (McKenney & Reeves, 2019, p.14). 
The researcher and practitioners work together to understand the issues surrounding the 
problem. Researchers learn and benefit from the expertise of the practitioners. “The 
ground-level instincts of research partners in schools and other design research contexts 
are valued, studied, and put to use” (McKenney & Reeves, 2019, p. 14). It is with this 
collective approach that real-life issues are addressed, and innovative solutions are 
formed.  In design research, “participants are not ‘subjects’ assigned to treatments but 
instead are treated as co-participants in both the design and even the analysis” (Barab & 
Squire, 2004, p. 3).  
Responsively grounded 
 Education is a constantly evolving field with the need for educators to actively 
engage in systematic reflection of practices (Campbell, 2013). “Educational design 
research is structured to explore, rather than mute, the complex realities of teaching and 
learning contexts, and respond accordingly” (McKenney & Reeves, 2019, p. 14). The 
creation of design research begins in a localized context and uses literature, theory and 
practice to create a design intended to overcome a problem and improve educational 
practice (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012). The design evolves through the creation of “new 
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meanings, values, and attitudes” (Anderson & Shattuck 2012, p. 17) and from the 
development of principles, patterns, and theoretical understanding. The goal of 
educational design research is to bring an awareness to challenges in education and make 
advances to impact real educational contexts and impact learning.   
Iterative 
  Interventions created through design research are not expected to be created with 
perfection, and it is assumed that there will be a need for improvements, adjustments and 
further evaluation (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012). “The insights and the interventions of 
educational design research evolve over time through multiple iterations of investigation, 
development, testing, and refinement” (McKenney & Reeves, 2019, p. 15). Implementing 
the interventions in authentic contexts provides evidence and insights to the researcher 
for the need to revise and adjust. Design research is an ongoing process and long-term 
commitment used to address the complexities in education and create and measure the 
impact of an intervention. This evaluative and iterative attribute “results in the 
advancement of a particular set of theoretical concepts” (Barab & Squire, 2004, p. 9).  
 
Problem of Practice Questions 
Through consideration of these design research components, I conducted research 
relevant to the problems practitioners in alternative education faced.  In this study, I 
surveyed and interviewed fellow colleagues in alternative education to further theoretical 
understanding of alternative programs and their value within the educational system. 
Through this investigation of localized alternative programming, I created a process for 
learning from other practitioners. I shared my results with these colleagues and created a 
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networking intervention. This collaborative format enabled us to develop the field by 
acknowledging and finding ways to build on our strengths and overcome our challenges. 
In doing so, I established these guiding problem of practice questions to lead the research 
and therefore, the design:  
1. How do professionals working in alternative education describe their programs? 
2. How do professionals working in alternative education describe professional 
development opportunities specific to their context? 
3. In what ways are alternative education programs implementing and generating research-
supported practices? 
4. How can I organize a localized networking system for the collaboration of teachers and 
teacher leaders within alternative education aimed at improving the educational outcomes 
of students in these programs? 
The formation of this collaborative network allows us to share ideas, insights, and 
resources to impact the alternative education community on a greater level. Having this 
network of people allows us to investigate options for professional development specific 
to our educational context. Understanding that the role of this network is to unite key 
players in education, this intervention is an iterative process and the goals and outcomes 
may change based on the determined needs of the individuals engaged in this 
professional learning network.  
 
Target Population and Participants 
 The research was conducted in a southeastern region of Nebraska. The research 
took place across three Educational Service Units (ESUs). ESUs are subdivisions that 
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aim to provide core services to localized regions. Some of these core services include 
technology (possible distance learning), instructional material services, and staff 
development (Blomstedt, 2013). The goal of ESUs is to develop and implement a 
continuous improvement process to “promote quality learning, equity, and 
accountability” (Blomstedt, 2013, p. 3).  
 For this study, I looked for alternative programs within these ESUs that could be 
categorized as continuation programs. Continuation programs are designed to meet the 
needs of secondary students “who have not graduated from high school, are not exempt 
from compulsory school attendance, and are deemed at risk of not completing their 
education” (California Department of Education, 2018). The schools that were targeted 
for research were located within nonmetropolitan areas and were supported within the 
public school system.   
 This context was chosen to gain insight into the variety of programs available, the 
benefits of these programs, and challenges and limitations that other practitioners were 
facing. As a practitioner within this context of study, I was interested in understanding 
what other programs were doing to serve students who have not been successful with the 
traditional school model. Continuation programs have been designed to do something 
differently to meet the needs of this population of students. I wanted to investigate what 
these programs were doing to create opportunities for at-risk students.  
 
Overview of the Project 
Preliminary research began through my efforts to understand alternative education 
through a practitioner's viewpoint. From this preliminary research, my desire to learn 
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more evolved into a research project that consisted of the following three stages: 
exploration of needs and theory, ethnographic data collection, implementation of design.  
Exploration of Needs and Theory 
 When I began this exploration into alternative education programs (and much of 
the reason this research was conducted), I felt I needed more understanding of what other 
alternative programs existed or what these programs were doing to serve their students. I 
began investigating the types of alternative programs across the state and what those 
programs aimed to provide. In the summer of 2018, I began reaching out to schools to 
identify which ones had a need for alternative programming for students in need of credit 
recovery. Some schools stated they had some students who needed credit recovery, but 
not enough to establish a formal program. Many of these schools shared that they were 
using online programming to help students recover credit deficiencies. Other schools 
stated that they had developed alternative programs to address these needs. Some of these 
alternative programs were housed in the school while others were located at a different 
site.  
Through email correspondence, I found that many alternative programs were 
using online programs for instruction, overseen by an instructor.  Table 3.1 shares 
information from this initial pilot effort. This information was obtained from four 
schools, three within the ESU that would later be the focus of my research and one school 






Table 3.1 Pilot Study Findings  
 School #1 School #2 School #3 School #4 
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 It was also during this time that I contacted the NDE to understand what 
involvement they had with alternative education. Through a conversation with one of the 
representatives in the Office of Accountability, Accreditation and Program Approvalii, I 
found that the NDE had little information to share about alternative programs that do not 
fall within the jurisdiction of Rule 17 or Rule 18, which provide only limited information 
on programs for students that have been expelled or interim schools (Nebraska 
Department of Education, 1997). Alternative programs outside of these are only held to 
the same standards as the high schools in which they are embedded. There did not seem 
to be any database of current alternative programs that existed making it difficult to 
identify school districts that are running such programs.   
 From my informal interviews and email correspondences with principals, 
teachers, and representatives from the NDE, the pertinence of my problem of practice 
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was confirmed; there was a growing need for alternative education programs but little 
guidance on practices that were effective. The schools I approached were describing 
similar dilemmas. There is a need to reach at-risk youth in alternative settings and 
improve their educational outcomes including but not limited to graduation, attendance 
rates, access to outside resources, and post-secondary success. They, too, were looking 
for ideas and resources to support their programs.  
 
Ethnographic Data Collection 
 As I gained more information about the current state of alternative education 
programs in Nebraska, I determined that my ultimate goal was to improve 
communication amongst alternative education programs. To accomplish this, I needed to 
gather further information from administrators, teachers, and other key players in the 
alternative education settings. The goal of my research was to collect useful data that 
supported the creation of a networking system. To accomplish this, I chose to conduct the 
research in my current Educational Service Unit (ESU) and two neighboring ESUs. 
Implementing this networking system provided alternative programs in the encompassing 
area the ability to engage and participate in discussion that improves the outcomes of 
students.  
I used ethnographic methods, including surveys and interviews, to gather the 
information. Ethnography is an effective way to identify perspectives of teachers, 
administrators, and other key players. An ethnography seeks to “describe and interpret 
the shared and learned patterns of values, behaviors, beliefs, and language of a culture-
sharing group” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 90). An ethnography is a specific type of case 
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study that attempts to “represent the perspectives of the insiders” (Duke & Martin, 2011, 
p. 15) and seeks to identify “parts of a culture and their relationships as conceptualized by 
informants” (Spradley, 1979, p. 93).  Through these ethnographic methods, I wanted to 
gain insight from teachers and leaders in alternative education to identify relationships in 
the experiences and their perspectives of how research-supported practices were being 
utilized. The data collection process took place in two phases consisting of surveys 
followed by interviews.  
Phase One: Surveys 
In the region of Nebraska where I conducted my research, there were three ESUs 
who served a total of 40 schools. Within this region, I reached out to schools to identify 
which ones had alternative programs. I found that 15 school districts and one ESU had 
established alternative education programs. Targeting ESU directors, administrators, and 
teachers in alternative education programs resulted in a total of 42 potential participants.   
 I created multiple choice and open-ended survey for teachers, administrators, 
and/or other key players in alternative education that allowed me to collect data from 
different sources regarding similar topics. Survey research “allows for a variety of 
methods to recruit participants, collect data, and utilize various methods of 
instrumentation” (Ponto, 2015). The 48-question survey (See Appendix D) used was 
adapted from a survey provided online from the National Alternative Education 
Association (NAEA) (National Alternative Education Association, 2014). The problem 
of practice questions delineated in Chapter 1 guided the design of the survey.  




Q2. How do professionals working in alternative education describe professional  
development opportunities specific to their context? 
Q3. In what ways are alternative education programs implementing and  
generating research-supported practices? 
Q4. How can I organize a localized networking system for the collaboration of 
teachers and teacher leaders within alternative education aimed at improving the 
educational outcomes of students in these programs? 
Surveys collected information in four sections. The first section consisted of 
multiple choice questions aimed specifically at gaining information about the participant 
(educational background, years in education, involvement in professional organizations, 
other school duties/roles, etc.). Section two of the survey consisted of multiple choice and 
open-ended questions that collected information specifically about the program (site 
location, mode(s) of instruction, number of students served, etc.). The third section used 
multiple choice questions to gather the perceptions of the participant in relation to 
requirements of teaching in an alternative setting and access to professional development. 
Information about the implementation of some noted research-supported practices in 
alternative education was the focus of the fourth section of the survey. Survey 
respondents were asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed with the statements as 
they related to their alternative program. Respondents were asked to answer based on a 
five-point likert scale with strongly agree being worth 5 and strongly disagree being 
worth 1 point. In the following tables, you will see the number of respondents that chose 
that descriptor (e.g., “somewhat agree” or “strongly disagree”) along with the mode for 
each. The final section of the survey asked the participants if they were willing to be 
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contacted in the future for participation in an interview and for their interest as a potential 
participant in the networking system. These different areas were designed to inform the 
researcher and allow for some input into the goals of a networking program and future 
professional development opportunities. To keep the length of the survey practical, these 
questions were not designed to explore each topic at great length.  
Prior to administering the survey, I sent the survey test items out to two staff 
within the alternative programs in my district, as these were not individuals I used in my 
data collection. These two individuals provided feedback about the flow of the survey, 
clarity and readability of questions, or other misunderstandings they may have. Through 
this process, I was made aware of one disruption in the flow of the survey and two 
misspellings that needed to be corrected. The pilot participants indicated that there were 
no significant problems with the survey content.  
The following table clarifies how the survey questions aligned with my larger 
problem of practice questions that I previously identified.  
Table 3.2 Alignment of Survey Questions and Problem of Practice Questions  
Research Q1: How do professionals working in alternative education describe their 
programs? 
How many alternative schools and programs were there in your district during the 2018-
2019 school year? 
Of those programs in question 1, are any located (Select all that apply) 
 
● within the regular school? 
● located in a separate school building? 
● located in a nonschool setting?       
During the 2019-20 school year, what grades are taught in your district’s alternative 











Approximately how many students in your district are currently enrolled in alternative 
schools or programs? 
Are any of the following subsets of students targeted for participation in alternative 
schools or programs? (Select all that apply) 
 
● Students with attendance issues (truancy) 
● Students in need of credit recovery 
● Students with discipline or behavioral issues 
● Students in a particular grade level, regardless of performance 
● Students recommended by high school staff (e.g., counselor or teacher) 
● Students re-entering after expulsion 
● English Language Learners 
● Other (Please specify ______________________) 
Of the students enrolled in alternative schools or programs, approximately how many are 
students in special education with an Individualized Education Program (IEP)? 
In any month during the 2018-2019 school year, were any of your district’s alternative 










● In Person 
● Blended learning (e.g., online with an in-person facilitator) 
When are alternative schools and programs offered to your students? (Select all that 
apply) 
● During the summer 
● During the regular school day 
● Before and/or after school during the week 
● On weekends during the school year (Saturday school) 
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Who provides instruction in alternative schools or programs in your district? (Select all 
that apply) 
 
● Teacher provided by the online course provider 
● Classroom teachers 
● Resource teachers 
● Paraprofessionals 
● Administrators 
● Other (Please specify ________________________) 
On average, approximately how many students per teacher are there in your alternative 
schools or programs? 
 
● Does not apply, no teacher 
● 1 to 5 students 
● 6 to 10 students 
● 11 to 15 students 
● 16 to 20 students 
● 21 to 25 students 
● More than 25 students 
Research Q2: How do professionals working in alternative education describe 
professional development opportunities specific to their context? 
Does your district have specific requirements for teaching in an alternative school or 






Does your district have ongoing professional development requirements for teaching in 





During the 2018-2019 school year, did you participate in any of the following kinds of 
professional development? (Check all that apply) 
 
● University course related to alternative education 
● University course unrelated to alternative education 
● Visits to other alternative education programs 
● Individual or collaborative research on a topic in alternative education 
● Mentoring program in your district 
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● Peer observation of other teachers in your district 
● Participation in alternative education collaborative network (e.g. group of 
alternative education teachers or leaders by an outside agency or through the 
Internet) 
● Workshops, conferences, or trainings as an attendee 
● Workshops, conferences, or trainings as a presenter 
● Other (please specify) _____________________ 
Research Q3: In what ways are alternative education programs implementing and 
generating research-supported practices? 
Vision and Mission 
 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
            Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● The alternative program has developed a guiding vision and mission that drives 
the operation of the program. 
● The vision and mission are documented, published, and visible to students, 
parents/guardians, staff, and the community stakeholders. 
● The vision and mission of the school include the identification of the student 
population for whom the alternative program is designed to serve. 
● The vision and mission of the school promote a safe and secure environment 




Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● The alternative program employs passionate, innovative, competent, and 
experienced leadership. 
● School leadership purposely engages in opportunities to promote program success 
and strategically includes community, business, and media in celebrations. 
● All stakeholders including administrators, teachers, and staff are committed to full 
implementation of the mission and core values of the school. 
● On-site leadership promotes collaboration that ensures shared decision-making, 
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high expectations, and continuous monitoring of program quality. 
 
Climate and Culture 
 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● The program is housed in a safe, well-maintained, aesthetically pleasing, and 
physically accessible environment that supports optimal student learning. 
● Rules and behavioral expectations are clearly written, understood and accepted by 
staff, students, and parents/guardians. 
● The school culture and climate are characterized by a positive rather than punitive 
atmosphere for behavioral management and student discipline. 
● The school actively promotes student engagement and affords students with the 
opportunity to have a role in shaping the learning environment to facilitate 
feelings of connectedness. 
Staffing and Professional Development 
 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● Enthusiastic, energetic, and innovative teachers who demonstrate multiple 
teaching styles are employed at the school. 
● The focus of professional development is on student achievement, effective and 
affective skill development, social skills, and college and career readiness. 
● Increasing staff capacity through training to ensure the use of research based 
strategies that align with the needs of the program population is used strategically 
at the school. 
● Administration ensures ongoing professional development is geared towards the 
specific needs of teachers and support personnel as it relates to their role in an 
alternative program. 
Curriculum and Instruction 
 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 




Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● Access to the academic core curriculum is ensured in the alternative program. 
● All faculty are competent in research based teaching techniques and behavior 
management strategies appropriate for the target student population. 
● Teachers provide differentiated instruction designed to close gaps in student 
learning. 
● Students have opportunities to learn and/or participate in non-core academic 
content areas that may include: fine and physical arts, leadership, health/physical 
education, music, service learning, and technical/vocational courses. 
● The alternative program promotes community involvement through service 
learning and meaningful community service. 
● Instruction integrates life skills (e.g., career preparation, citizenship, conflict 
resolution, decision making skills, problem solving, public speaking, self-
management, social skills, teamwork, time management, work-based learning, 
etc.) into the curricula. 
● Project based learning is used to build social relationships by supporting 
collaboration and teamwork. 
● Technology is blended into the instructional delivery process across all content 
areas. 
● The curriculum is supported by access to a balance of up-to-date, well-maintained 
textbooks, library media, technology, and other instructional materials that are 
age and grade appropriate. 
Student Assessment 
 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● School administrators promote assessment as a means to identify individual and 
group learner needs. 
● Teachers use reliable formative and summative tools that align with curriculum 
and instruction to track student performance and progress. 
● The program uses multiple measures to monitor student achievement, effective 
and affective performance, and preparation for graduation with an emphasis on 
both informal and formal assessment. 
● Assessments are directly linked to identifying appropriate curriculum and 
instructional methods to accommodate a variety of individual learning needs. 
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Transition Planning and Support 
 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● Transition planning and the student plan afford students the opportunity to 
maintain and accelerate their current progress toward graduation. 
● Transition planning includes referral and timely access to community agencies 
and support services such as: mental health, public health, family support, 
housing, physical fitness activities, and other youth services. 
● Student areas of strength and growth are addressed as part of transition in, 
throughout, and upon exit of the alternative program. 
Parent/Guardian Involvement 
 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● Parent/guardian involvement is welcomed and actively recruited by the 
alternative program. 
● Effective communication and interaction takes place between parents/guardians 
and school staff to include consistent notification of student progress. 
● Parents/guardians are recognized as equal partners and are involved in the 
decision-making process for the student and the program. 
● Consultation regarding strategies to support the learning and personal success of 
students is made readily available to all parents/guardians. 
Collaboration 
 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● Partnerships with community resources are secured and established to help the 
alternative program solve problems and achieve goals. 
72 
 
● Interagency and community partnerships exist to support the physical and mental 
health of students enrolled in the program. 
● Community partners are utilized when integrating life skills, soft skills, college 
and career readiness, and service learning into the alternative program. 
Program Evaluation 
 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● Routine, yearly evaluations to determine progress toward meeting the vision and 
mission of the program and plans for continuous school improvement are 
conducted at the alternative program. 
● Student outcome data (graduation rates, credits earned, grades, attendance, 
disciplinary data, and dropout statistics) is gathered as a means to evaluate the 
success of the alternative program. 
● On a yearly basis, student, parent/guardian, staff, and community surveys are 
administered by the alternative school to assess the school improvement. 
● Staff surveys are administered to assess attitudes and opinions about school 
culture and climate, the learning environment, staff-administrator/staff-staff 
relations, perceptions of program effectiveness and success relative to students' 
academic, behavioral, and social progress. 
School Counseling 
 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● An environment for academic preparation which promotes a wide range of post-
secondary options including trade/technical school, the armed services, and 
college is created at the program. 
● Students work with professional counselors to establish challenging effective and 
affective academic goals. 
● Students investigate the world of work as it relates to their interests, skills, and 
goals. 
● Helping students establish a job readiness skill is a goal of the program. 




Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● Social justice is emphasized by the program. 
● A social work program is a characteristic of the alternative program. 
Policies and Procedures 
 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● Clearly defined roles and responsibilities for all teaching and support personnel 
are written and fully explained to alternative program staff. 
● Schools have established a thorough written code of conduct and comprehensive 
student discipline plan that outlines rules and behavioral expectations, appropriate 
interventions, and consequences for infractions. 
● Lists and procedures for conducting emergency drills (fire/tornado drills, shelter 
in place, lock down) are in place for the alternative program. 
● Procurement procedures, time and leave policies, professional development 
requirements, and professional development responsibilities are outlined in a 
systematic, clear, and concise manner. 
Nontraditional Education Plan 
 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the following 
statements? (Mark only one) 
 
Strongly agree   Somewhat agree    
Neither agree or disagree    
Somewhat disagree   Strongly disagree 
 
● Individualized curriculum and instruction is implemented using individualized 
learning plans at the alternative program. 
● An individualized student plan is created that targets student achievement, 
effective and affective growth, social skill development, and college and career 
readiness skills. 
● A Student Support Team (SST) is established and involved in forming and 
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monitoring the student's progress. 
● The nontraditional education plan addresses required services to meet the 
educational needs of students with disabilities and second language learners. 
Research Q4: How can I organize a localized networking system for the 
collaboration of teachers and teacher leaders within alternative education aimed at 
improving the educational outcomes of students in these programs? 
Would you be willing to be contacted in the future for further clarification or expansion 




Would you be interested in participating in a local networking system specifically 





Surveys were created and distributed online using Qualtrics software licensed by 
the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. Email addresses for administrators and teachers 
within the area of research were obtained from the school websites and by contacting 
district and school offices when addresses were not available online. The surveys were 
sent with a letter of consent. Participants had to provide consent prior to having access to 
the survey. To encourage participation, all individuals that completed the survey were 
entered into a drawing for one of five $10 Amazon gift cards.  
The survey was distributed to a total of 42 potential participants in southeastern 
Nebraska. Surveys were distributed through the Qualtrics with an invitation to participate 
on August 5, 2019. Survey data was collected from a total of 17 participants for a 40% 
response rate. However, two of these participants did not complete the survey in its 
entirety. The two incomplete surveys were not included in the overall findings as the 
purpose of the survey data was to inform the design of a collaborative networking system 
75 
 
and they were not able to indicate their interest in this networking group. One respondent 
also indicated that their position within the school system was not directly related to 
alternative education; therefore, their survey data was not included. Data from the 
remaining 14 surveys is presented in the findings, dismissing data from the incomplete 
responses, those not directly involved in alternative education, and myself as a participant 
(n=14).  
Phase Two: Interviews 
After the surveys, individuals that responded to the survey stating that they would 
be willing to be contacted for further clarification of their answers were notified for 
consent to interview. Of the fourteen survey respondents, nine people indicated that they 
would be willing to be part of an interview and were sent a consent invitation to 
participate. Four individuals confirmed an interview.  The four interviews conducted 
represented 28.5% of my survey respondents used in this research and a total of 9.1% of 
the total number of potential participants. The participants were two teachers and two 
administrators. One of the administrators was also an ESU administrator, as one of the 
ESUs in the research hosts their own alternative programs.  
Interviews were conducted using zoom and phone (in one case). Two participants 
were in close proximity and chose to be interviewed in person; however, a Zoom link was 
still created for each event to be used for audio recording. I chose to use semi-structured 
interviews (Corbin & Strauss, 2015) that consisted of a list of 20 open-ended questions 
that encouraged the participants to elaborate on their survey responses (See Appendix E). 
Semi-structured interviews were chosen as the format to provide both a structure for 
interviewing and ensuring consistency in addressing all research questions for a later 
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comparison of responses. However, this structure also made “room for unexpected 
directions in the interview if it occurs and is relevant to the study” (Bhattacharya, 2017, 
p. 127). The interviews were related to the survey results and were used to gain further 
clarification on the role of alternative programs within public schools. The first set of 
interview questions sought information on the participants’ educational background, 
including how they became involved in alternative education and their current role in 
alternative education. Some of these introductory questions also helped me establish if 
there were themes in specific degrees, endorsements, or certifications teachers in 
alternative education held. Following the introductory questions, the structure was based 
on the problem of practice questions. At the end of the interview, an audio file was 
created on my password protected laptop.  
The following table identifies how each interview question aligned with the 
problem of practice questions and subsequently with the survey questions. Results 
generated from these interviews should not be generalized to all alternative education 
programs as this is just a small sample in a localized portion of one state. However, these 
data were useful in generating conversation and for driving a networking group within 
this area.  
Table 3.3 Interview Questions Aligned to Problem of Practice Questions 
Research Q1: How do professionals working in alternative education describe their 
programs? 
What kind of alternative program do you view yours as (e.g. program for expelled, 
special education program, credit recovery, etc.) 
Describe the population of students you serve in alternative education. 
Research Q2: How do professionals working in alternative education describe 
professional development opportunities specific to their context? 
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Describe any professional development opportunities you have engaged in during the 
past school year specific to alternative education. Past 5 years?  
How have any professional development opportunities been funded (e.g. personal funds, 
school district, grants, etc.)? 
Research Q3: In what ways are alternative education programs implementing and 
generating research-supported practices? 
Does your program have a handbook or other documents you use specific to alternative 
education? 
Describe the mission and vision of your program. Is this outlined in any of your 
documents? 
Tell me about the leadership of your program. Who supervises the program? What is the 
hierarchy of the program?  
Where is the program located and how does that contribute (or not) to the success of 
students? 
Describe the mode of instruction used in your program. 
What type of curriculum do you use? 
Describe a typical day in your classroom - routines, schedule, etc. 
How involved are parents/guardians in your program? 
Do you support students in planning and taking action toward their post-secondary 
goals? 
Are there any outside agencies that you collaborate with for the success of your 
students? Describe these collaboration efforts. 
Do you collect data for program evaluation such as graduation rates, attendance, 
disciplinary, dropout rates? If so, how do you use that data? 
Do you use any other school supports such as counselors, social workers, etc, to provide 
additional services to students? 
What do you view as your biggest challenge in alternative education? 
Research Q4: How can I organize a localized networking system for the 
collaboration of teachers and teacher leaders within alternative education aimed at 
improving the educational outcomes of students in these programs? 




Data Analysis and Reporting 
 The ethnographic methods used in this research were intended to inform the goal 
of creating an educator network for my colleagues as well as neighboring alternative 
education programs. The study design was intended for the survey and interview data to 
complement one another and to deepen the understanding of the posed problem of 
practice questions. The participants’ survey and interview responses were being used to 
offer insight into a networking system that will further identify resources and professional 
development opportunities that support the implementation of research-supported 
practices.  
 First, I examined the survey data and determined an approach for incomplete 
survey responses. I decided not to include partial responses because the purpose of the 
survey is to provide insight into the networking group and the partial responses did not 
finish to answer if they would be interested in participating in this group. Therefore, they 
were not identified as potential participants. This is not to disregard their input in the 
alternative education community, but rather to present the information from willing 
participants in the networking process.  
 I complied the data to view overall responses, including only completed surveys. 
To maintain the confidentiality of the respondents, I chose not to separate the data by 
survey participant role. I chose instead to look at the survey data holistically as the 
purpose of the networking group is to unite these key players regardless of their role.  
After excluding the data from partial responses, I completed a descriptive report 
of the survey data. Because the purpose of these ethnographic methods was identifying 
overarching patterns and themes to inform design, limited statistical analyses (modes, 
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means) were conducted.  The response data was organized by sections, collecting all 
survey questions and responses related to the research sections. I went through the data to 
“analyze smaller chunks of data” (Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 150) and determine patterns in 
teacher/administrator demographics, program descriptors, access to professional 
development, and perspectives of the implementation of research-supported practices. 
The portion of the survey that collected data on the perspectives of the implementation of 
specifically identified practices was also chunked further to look at each of the categories 
separately.  
 Using the audio-recordings I transcribed the interviews. While transcribing, I 
completed some pre-coding, taking notes on “thoughts, hunches, emotions, connections” 
(Bhattacharya, 2017, p. 131) that would be beneficial to the creation of a networking 
system. Following the transcription of the interviews, I compiled the interview data by 
problem of practice question in a document. I printed a hard copy of this document and 
coded, by hand, with a highlighting marker, and began reviewing all responses for 
segments that addressed each question. I used a different color highlighter for each 
problem of practice question. Color-coding was used to highlight words or phrases that 
were repeated or ideas that stood out specifically to identify emergent themes or topics.  
After coding the interview data, I combined the data from both the surveys and 
interviews for triangulation, “testing one source of data against the other, looking for 
patterns of thought and behavior” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 205). Interview data was 
compared to the survey questions in which they coincided. I examined survey data and 
coded interview transcripts for each component of the survey and took notes to present 
descriptive and interpretive data. I focused on an “interpretive description” (Battacharya, 
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2017, p. 115) to present the participants’ understanding of the context in which they 
educate students. The data were used to inform the design of a networking system for 

























This chapter presents a characterization of the research participants and reports 
the results of a comparative analysis of both the survey and interview data. For this study 
I used pseudonyms to represent each of the fours interview respondents. The pseudonyms 
used were Barb, Carl, Steve, and Paul. The data from both the survey and interview were 
presented side by side in relation to the following four components which align with my 
problem of practice questions: participant information, program descriptors, access to 
professional development, and the implementation of research-supported practices. The 
purpose of presenting the survey and interview data together is to show how the interview 
participants were similar to or different from the survey respondents or to represent when 
interviewee information wasn’t available to support the survey data.  
 
Participant information 
Demographic data collected by the survey respondents indicated 100% of the 
participants identified as white and 29% as female and the remaining 71% identified as 
male. On the next page, Tables 4.1 and 4.2 show the educational background of the 
survey respondents alongside those of interview participants, including their current role 
in education and their current level of education. Half of the survey respondents indicated 
they fulfilled the teacher role in alternative education. The remaining participants were a 
combination of principals (n=2), assistant principals (n=2), program directors or 
coordinators (n=2), and a superintendent (n=1).  One of the interview participants was a 
superintendent, one was an assistant principal, and two were teachers in alternative 
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education. One of the interview participants had a bachelor’s degree, two had a master’s 
degrees, and one had a doctorate degree. 
Table 4.1 Current Role in Alternative Education 
 Survey (n=14)   Interview (n=4) 
Teacher 7 50% 2 50% 
Assistant Principal 2 14.28% 1 25% 
Principal 2 14.28% 0 0% 
Program Director 
or Coordinator 
2 14.28% 0 0% 
Other 
(superintendent) 
1 7.14% 1 25% 
 
Table 4.2 Current Level of Education 
 Survey (n=14) Interview (n=4) 
No Degree 0 0% 0 0% 
Associate’s Degree 0 0% 0 0% 
Bachelor’sDegree 3 21.43% 1 25% 




Degree (at least 
one year beyond 
Master’s) 
2 14.28% 0 0% 




Graphs 4.1 and 4.2 show the total number of years of experience compared to the 
number of years in their current position for both survey and interview participants. Of 
the 14 survey participants, half indicated they have been involved in education for more 
than 15 years, decreasing from there. Interestingly, the inverse is true for how long 
participants had been in their current position. Of the 14 participants, eight of them 
indicated they had only been in their current position for 1-5 years, three had been in their 
current position for 6-10 years, one had been in his/her position for one year, and two had 
been in their current position for more than 15 years. This indicates that many of the 
respondents had been involved in education longer than they had been in their current 
position.  
Two of the interview participants had been in education for more than 15 years, 
and two had been in education 11-15 years. Three of the interview participants had been 
in their current position for 1-5 years and one of them had been in their position for more 
than 15 years.  
The reason for experienced teachers to being new to alternative education later in 
their careers could stem from a number of reasons. Two of the interviewees indicated 
they moved roles, taking on a higher position within their district or in another district. 
One of the participants indicated they had previously been involved in alternative 
education through a special education behavior program but had recently relocated 
(within the last five years) and took a position in a credit recovery program. One issue 
that surfaced through the interviews and that I have also witnessed in my work as a 
practitioner is the high amount of turnover in nonmetropolitan alternative education. In 
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his interview, Steve described this turnover as he was discussing how he came into his 
position while seeking work to move to the area.   
“He [the previous teacher] left in February or was asked to leave in February and so last 
year there were two new teachers in the program. The other teacher when all that 
happened just got worn out so she's teaching science at the high school now. So then we 
had two new teachers and a new principal last year.”  
Steve’s comment brings to light a point about teaching positions in alternative schools.  
Alternative education can be a stressful field which may result in higher turnover. Steve 
stated that when he was moving districts, it was an opening that provided him a job close 
to where his wife was newly employed. With not having specific degree requirements for 
many of the alternative programs (a topic to be later discussed in more detail), many 
people can qualify to teach in the alternative education programs. As Barb stated, it 
becomes a matter of “people that haven't gotten jobs anywhere else that are applying.”  




Graph 4.2 Years in Education Compared to Years in Current Position – Interview Data 
 
Program Descriptors 
 All but two participants noted their districts contained just one alternative 
education program. The two survey participants that noted more than one program in 
their district also participated in the interview process and further clarified their answers. 
One of those interviewees is a superintendent that oversees two alternative programs in 
two different towns that provide services to a range of schools in that ESU, with schools 
on the west side of the ESU feeding into one program and schools on the eastside feeding 
into the other. The other interviewee was an assistant principal and shared his school has 
three alternative sites which serve different purposes. Two of those sites were dedicated 
solely to students with behavioral disabilities, particularly students who “have significant 
problems, trauma or mental health.” The other program is dedicated to students in need of 
credit recovery. In addition to these programs, there were also students that were in 
“alternative programming” although they may not have attended one of the specific 
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programs. Instead, these students were participating in online coursework to recover 
some credits in addition to their participation in the regular high school setting.  
Who is served. 
 Survey data indicated that districts ranged from serving between eight to 40 
students in their alternative education programs. However, some of these programs 
contracted students in from other districts and some served a wide range of grade levels, 
making it difficult to determine exactly what percentage of students they were serving 
overall. Five of the 14 total participants indicated that their programs were unable to 
enroll students during the last year because of lack of resources. As Paul said in his 
interview, “some parents are grateful - they have been on a waiting list prior and want to 
be here.” It was interesting to consider the number of students already being served in 
alternative education and the potential number of students that may not have access to 
alternative education because of this issue. Programs were serving several students in 
alternative education and providing new opportunities for students to engage in school. 
However, with limited number of spaces available for students in the alternative 
programs, schools were still restricting the number of students that could be served, and 
potentially denying access to students who may benefit from these services. 
To identify who the alternative programs were serving, the survey data requested 
participants identify various subsets of students their programs were designed to serve. 
Most programs (n=13) indicated they served students with discipline or behavioral issues. 
Also, most of the programs indicated they served students with truancy issues (n=12) and 
students in need of credit recovery (n=12). Just over half of the programs (n=8) targeted 
students re-entering after expulsion. Half of the programs (n=7) stated they served 
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students recommended by staff (e.g. counselor or teacher). Table 4.6 shows the subsets of 
students being served in alternative education programs in the region of study.  
Follow-up interviews also showed all programs represented in these interviews 
were specifically for students with truancy issues which likely led to them being in need 
of credit recovery. As Paul stated in his interview, these were the kids that “maybe won’t 
graduate without alternative programs. They are chronically truant. These are kids that 
are capable but not living up to their potential.” This theme seemed to arise throughout 
the interviews, making note these students were behind in their progress toward 
graduation.  
Something that surprised me was the number programs that identified as serving 
students with discipline or behavioral issues. As indicated in the survey, all but one of the 
programs recognized these students as a target population. However, from interviews, it 
seemed the behaviors these programs were serving varied amongst districts. Some 
districts were using alternative education to focus primarily on students with behavioral 
disabilities, while others described students that were just getting in trouble frequently 
but may not have a disability in the area of behavior.  One teacher, Carl indicated in his 
interview that “many of the kids were sent there for discipline reasons - fighting the main 
thing.” Another interviewee, Steve, said “we will occasionally get someone that just 
needs an alternative setting. We are trying to avoid the behavior stuff.”  
Teachers and administrators were noticing there were different needs that must be 
met within the alternative programs and these should be looked at through different 
programs. As Barb stated,  
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“There are two different things - credit recovery and behavior. They are different. 
Behavior is so much they cannot handle it in the school, but the main goal is to get them 
back. Credit recovery they are not identified for the most part. The kids in alternative 
education are delinquent. They have some bad behaviors, usually outside of school - in 
trouble with the law. The kids in behavior are different kids. When you work with the 
two, you can spot the differences like that.”  
It seemed some districts were recognizing these differences and allocating 
resources to provide separate programming. However, some districts were using 
alternative education as a “one-stop-shop” for all students that were not successful in the 
regular schools. This was also shown through the survey data indicating the various grade 
levels being served in alternative education.  
Completed surveys indicated all the alternative education programs in their 
districts were designed to serve secondary students. Although some districts (n=5) 
indicated alternative programs also serve elementary and middle school-aged students. 
From one interview (the only one that indicated their alternative education programs 
serve younger grades), these students had behavioral needs requiring special education 
services in an alternate setting. This interviewee noted there were three alternative 
programs in their district and each was designed to meet different needs, with two being 
dedicated to behavior and one to credit recovery. An assumption can be made that 
programs serving students below the secondary level were designed to serve students 
with special education needs, as these students would not yet need credit recovery. Table 
4.4 indicates the grade levels served in alternative education.  
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Interestingly, the number of special education numbers also varied drastically 
between districts, ranging from 0% identified students to 80% identified students. Table 
4.5 indicates the percentage of students identified in special education. For the purpose of 
this table, I distinguished both 0% and 100% to show that three programs had 0% 
identified in special education and none of them had 100% of their students identified. 
Through interviews, I found some programs required parents withdraw their student from 
special education services to be eligible to attend the alternative program. As Carl stated, 
the district wouldn’t withdraw them from special education services to place them in the 
alternative program “if they had a lot of needs, but if they are just marginal, we would 
take them. But they had to sign out of special ed so that the school district wouldn’t get in 
trouble.” Although his district has recently changed this policy, another school district 
stated they continue to do this.  
Because I was unable to interview participants of the survey with higher special 
education numbers, I cannot verify the reason for these high numbers. However, many of 
these same districts also indicated they serve the younger grades. This leads me to believe 
the programs with higher special education populations was due to the fact they were 
serving students with special education behavioral needs through the means of alternative 
education. I noticed in the data all but one of the programs that had 50% or higher special 
education enrollment were served by a resource teacher, confirming that special 






Table 4.3 Subsets of Students Targeted  
 Survey (n=14) Interview (n=4) 
Students with attendance issues 
(truancy) 
12 4 
Students in need of credit recovery 12 4 
Students with discipline or behavioral 
issues 
13 3 
Students recommended by staff (e.g. 
counselor or teacher) 
7 3 
Students re-entering after expulsion 8 2 
 
Table 4.4 Grade Levels Served 
 Survey (n=14) Interview (n=4) 
K-5 2 1 
5-8 5 1 
9th 11 3 
10th 14 4 
11th  14 4 
12th 14 4 









Table 4.5 Students Identified in Special Education 
 Survey (n=14) Interview (n=4) 
0% 3 2 
1-25% 4 1 
26-50% 4 1 
51-75% 2 0 
76-99% 1 0 
100% 0 0 
 
What is provided.  
 Table 4.6 shows the results of the survey in regard to the mode of instruction used 
in alternative programs. Survey respondents reported most of the alternative programs 
involved in this study indicated that online instruction was the most commonly used 
mode of instruction (n=7). Four districts reported they taught instruction in person and 
three with blended learning (e.g. online with an in-person facilitator). When looking 
specifically at the respondents that answered programming was provided through an 
online platform, they also answered there were a variety of service providers, including 
classroom teachers, paraprofessionals, resource teachers, or a teacher provided by an 
online course provider. Only three of the schools that provided online instruction 
identified their instruction as being provided by an online course provider. Therefore, the 
remainder of the programs do have supervision in some form, which to some extent may 
be looked at as a blended model. In discussion surrounding mode of instruction, one 
interviewee stated he had his own classroom, but all coursework was done through an 
92 
 
online platform (in his case an online program called A+ curriculum (Global Student 
Network, 2020).  
Table 4.7 shows the number of students assigned to alternative programs per 
teacher. The data in this study shows only three participants that completed the survey 
confirmed their district had more than 10 students assigned. Three teachers stated the 
serve between 11-15 students, but this was the highest teacher to student ratio reported.  
Data in this table shows that like the nationwide survey completed by the U.S. 
Department of Education small schools were more likely than large schools to report 
their credit recovery courses had between one and ten students assigned per teacher (U.S. 
Department of Education, 2018). This could be because these small districts were serving 
a smaller number of students in alternative programs.  
 Mode of instruction. 
 Two of the interviewees stated they used blended learning. They both stated their 
programs used an online curriculum, Odysseyware (Odysseyware, 2020), supported by a 
classroom teacher. Barb stated within her district, there were struggles with using an 
online curriculum. She said “they are still on this rigor thing and doing Odysseyware. 
And they are doing it and it’s hard and it’s not a way to build relationships and these kids 
need relationships.” She stated in previous years, under a different teacher, the programs 
were taught face to face through a self-created curriculum. She described the teacher used 
a three year rotation so each year students were getting their core courses for graduation 
supplemented with some electives they would need. One of the struggles revealed in 
interviews was the challenge of meeting the credit needs of a variety of students through 
in person instruction. Barb stated her program has 1-5 students per teacher and Paul 
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stated his programs have 6-10 students per teacher. Understanding each of these students 
may have differences in the coursework needed for graduation, teachers were using 
online instruction to meet these needs. However, in person instruction could be an 
important aspect of establishing and maintaining relationships to keep students engaged 
in school. 
 One of the interviewees stated he does in-person instruction, but they also 
supplement in-person teaching with online curriculum, which may be one solution to the 
challenge stated above. Steve stated his program has two teachers with approximately 11-
15 students assigned per teacher.  
“We have set up actually to teach face to face, which a lot of alternatives don’t like - they 
just do online programming. So we have it in block periods. So we each do two of the 
block periods and teach face-to-face with a group of kids, however many need that 
[class]. And then in the other two block periods, we are in essence supervising the kids 
that need an independent study class. So English seems to be our worst for the subject 
they get behind the most. So we have a lot that will be in two English courses. They will 
be in an English face-to-face and an online English course as well.”  
The online curriculum this district used is called Acellus (Acellus, 2020). In this 
curriculum they watched a short video, answered questions, and watched another video 
and answered additional questions. They did this for a few rotations and then took a unit 
test. If they didn’t pass the unit test, they were required to retake the test. Steve said “it’s 
okay. The teachers [in the videos] aren’t super exciting, so for some of the kids it’s hard 
to watch.” As for the face-to-face instruction, Steve stated, 
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“We could use textbooks from the high school but typically we just build our own 
curriculum and use just online stuff or things we’ve done in the past. Just to make sure 
we are going down the list of standards and make sure I’m doing lessons on all of the 
standards. And so I don’t even really do many tests. That’s the advantage of being small. 
I always know what they are doing. Then we will do like a project to sort of wrap 
something up, and I make those more independent so I can see they are able to use some 
of those standards independently, or the information. I think it’s easier to build it 
ourselves - like the textbooks are why they don’t like the regular school. They hated 
reading textbooks.”  
 As I worked through this section, I thought about one of the big challenges in 
alternative education. How do alternative programs provide something “different” than 
the regular school setting because students have already shown they weren’t successful 
with that? How do we balance the need for rigor with helping students stay engaged in 
school to meet graduation requirements?  
Table 4.6 Mode of Instruction 
 Survey (n=14) Interview (n=4) 
In Person 4 1 
Online 7 1 
Blended 
learning (e.g. 









Table 4.7 Number of Students per Teacher  
 Survey (n=14) Interview (n=4) 
1-5 4 1 
6-10 7 1 
11-15 3 2 
16-20 0 0 
21-25 0 0 




Where it is provided.  
Table 4.8 summarizes all respondents’ reports of program locations. As the table 
indicates, some of the respondents marked more than one survey option, showing they 
were located in both locations.  Of the programs identified in the survey data, nine of 
those programs indicated they were located in a separate building. Three of the programs 
indicated they are located within the regular school and two of the programs indicated 
they are located both in a separate setting building and within the regular school.  
Only one of the interviewees, Carl, stated his program was in both the general 
high school and a separate building.  Carl explained there may be students in “alternative 
programming” attending the regular setting but assigned coursework through the 
alternative teacher, who also has an off-site location for students attending on a more 
permanent basis. For instance, he stated in addition to the students he has in his program 
he also manages “nine students at the high school who are involved in credit recovery - 
maybe in one class or two. Rather than send them to me for their whole educational 
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purposes, they go into the library over there and take classes through the computer with 
me.”  
Table 4.8 Location of Alternative Programs 
 Survey (n=14) Interview (n=4) 
In a separate 
building 
11 3 




When it is provided. 
 To further provide descriptors of the alternative programs, respondents were 
asked to indicate when their programs were available to provide services for students. 
Table 4.9 below summarizes these responses. Again, the data shows some respondents 
indicated more than one option for when their alternative programs were offered. All 
respondents indicated their programs were offered during the regular school day. In 
addition, four of the respondents suggested alternative programming was provided during 
the summer as well. However, none of the interviewees stated this was an option so I am 
unclear as to how the summer programs are similar or different from those offered during 
the regular school day.  
 Interviews with the respondents showed during the regular school day, 
programming could look different between districts. Three of the interviewees indicated 
their programs were half-day programs, so they had a morning and afternoon session. 
The students attended school for a half-day and worked on their core requirements for 
graduation. The other half of the day, students were expected to be maintaining 
employment for their elective credits. In one of the interviews, Paul stated they are 
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required to maintain part-time employment to “complete their elective credits through 
work based-learning. If they don’t, they run the risk of not graduating and/or losing their 
spot.” And as Carl adds,  
“The kids are required - well I hate to say required because in this day and age you can’t 
require them to have a job and finding a job for them is next to impossible. A lot of them 
have a reputation so it’s real hard for them to find a job. They are supposed to find a part-
time job and that’s supposed to gain them credit.”  
Programs that run this way have a potential downfall because, just as Carl said, many of 
these students may struggle to find or maintain employment, making them ineligible for 
graduation or possibly even enrollment in the alternative program.  
 One interviewee, Steve, indicated most of his students were expected to be in 
attendance throughout the school day, although some of the students had flexible 
scheduling to leave early or come late because of employment. These students, too, were 
able to use work hours for elective credits. Steve stated this is helpful because “we are 
desperate for electives. It is difficult to find classes beyond the cores that students will 
enjoy and engage in. If a student is able to maintain employment, this helps with that 













On weekends during 
the school year 
(Saturday school) 
0 0 
Before and/or after 
school during the week 
0 0 
During the summer 4 0 




Access to Professional Development 
 As part of the larger design project, the survey and interviews probed respondents 
for their experiences relative to access to professional development opportunities related 
to alternative programs. Survey data shown in Table 4.10 indicates less than half of the 
districts had specific requirements for teaching in an alternative school beyond the 
regular teacher requirements (e.g., special education or training requirements). In 
interviews, one school responded they had special requirements, requiring teachers in the 
alternative education program to have special education endorsement. However, this 
school was specifically designed for students with special education needs. The programs 
that were serving students specifically for credit recovery did not have any other 
additional requirements.  
Survey data shown in Table 4.11 indicates just over half of the districts had 
specific requirements for ongoing professional development specific to those teaching in 
an alternative program. Interview data suggests there was ongoing professional 
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development for programs serving students with special education needs but not specific 
to alternative education. For example, Barb stated that she was not familiar with any 
professional development opportunities “specific to alternative education. I think what 
happens is it tends to get pigeon-holed into behavior. I think alternative education is 
completely different.” 
Looking more closely at the correlation between schools that had specific 
requirements for teaching in an alternative program and requirements for ongoing 
professional development, I found that four participants indicated they had specific 
requirements in both areas. Two respondents indicated they had specific requirements for 
teaching in the alternative program, but not for professional development. Three of the 
respondents indicated they did not have specific requirements for teaching in an 
alternative program, but that they did for ongoing professional development.  
Table 4.10 Specific Requirements for Teaching in Alternative Program 
 Survey (n=14) Interview (n=4) 
Yes 6 1 
No 7 3 
Unsure 1 0 
 
Table 4.11 Ongoing Professional Development Requirements  
 Survey (n=14) Interview (n=4) 
Yes 7 1 
No 6 3 




 The final question in the category of professional development asked respondents 
to indicate any types of professional development opportunities they participated in the 
previous year. Table 4.12 shows the results of this portion of the survey and indicates 
participants most frequently attended workshops, conferences or trainings as an attendee 
(n=6) followed by peer observation of other teachers in their district (n=4) or 
participating in a mentoring program within their district (n=4). Three respondents 
indicated they had not participated in any professional development activities in the 
previous school year. Two of these three respondents were from districts that did not 
require ongoing professional development. One of these respondents was from a district 
in which ongoing professional development was stated as a requirement.  
 Four participants noted they engaged in professional development even though it 
was not a requirement in their district. These four individuals all marked one type of 
professional development activity each, but these activities varied. One person stated they 
attended a workshop. One person stated they had visited other alternative education 
programs. Two people stated they had engaged in peer observation within their district. 
Of the seven participants that stated they were required to participate in ongoing 
professional development, four of them indicated they engaged in more than one type of 
professional development activity.  
Through interviews, I couldn’t identify a significant amount of information 
regarding professional development opportunities as three of my respondents had not 
participated in any. Steve, who responded that he has had professional development, 
shared that he had been trying to visit other schools to gain more information and a better 
understanding of what others were doing. He shared there were two new teachers in the 
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program and they didn’t have a lot of knowledge on how things were done previously. 
“We could ask what they did in the past and we tried some stuff. A lot of things didn’t 
work. Some things did work.” He explained that trying to get in touch with other 
programs was one way he was trying to learn and trying to improve their program.  
Table 4.12 Participation in Professional Development the Previous School Year 
 Survey (n=14) Interview (n=4) 
University course related 
to alternative education 
1 0 
University course 
unrelated to alternative 
education 
1 0 




collaborative research on 
a topic in alternative 
education 
2 0 
Mentoring program in 
your district 
4 0 
Peer observation of other 







or trainings as an attendee 
6 1 
Workshops, conferences 
or trainings as a presenter 
1 0 





Implementation of Research-Supported Practices 
Through the use of a survey and interviews, I sought to explore what respondents 
did within their alternative programs in relation to the best practices outlined by the 
National Alternative Education Association (NAEA). This section of the survey was 
adapted from the NAEA’s Exemplary Practices 2.0 (National Alternative Education 
Association, 2014) list and shortened to keep the survey to a reasonable length.  The 
survey identified fourteen main components of exemplary practices with subcomponents 
that described these practices. For the purpose of my research, I chose to refer to these 
practices as “research-supported” to acknowledge that although we know these practices 
are supported by research, further advances in the field may indicate other practices that 
are equally effective or even more influential to the success of students.  
 Table 4.13 describes the mission and vision of the alternative programs. The 
results of the survey showed that twelve survey participants indicated their alternative 
programs had developed a guiding mission or vision that guided their programs. In 
interviews, when asked about a stated mission and vision for the programs, interviewee 
answers were more about expectations than an actual mission and vision statement. Carl 
stated in his interview, “You are here to get the credits and get graduated. We have them 
sign a contract and their parents.”  
Steve also stated,  
“We have a handout that says these are the expectations while you are here and this is 
what we expect and we have them sign it each quarter. These are the classes we are going 
to have this quarter and these are the attendance expectations and behavioral expectations 
and stuff like that.”  
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Only seven participants stated that they strongly or somewhat agreed the mission 
and vision were documented and visible to others. All four interviewees stated they used 
the handbooks from the students’ home schools. Carl stated, “We use the high school 
handbook – it’s all online now.” 
Barb also shared that the handbooks used were from the students’ homeschools as 
their program had students attending from various districts.  She said, “We have all of the 
high school handbooks and it's pretty loose because the districts have their own.  So if 
you do this infraction because you are from this school, this is your consequence, but if 
you're from this school, this is your consequence.”  
Table 4.13 Vision and Mission 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















The alternative program has developed a guiding vision and mission that drives the 
operation of the program.  
4 8 1 1 0 4.07 Somewhat agree 
The vision and mission are documented, published, and visible to students, 
parents/guardians, staff, and the community stakeholders.  
3 4 6 0 1 3.57 Neither agree or 
disagree 
The vision and mission of the school include the identification of the student population 
for whom the alternative program is designed to serve. 




 Table 4.14 encapsulates the perspective of leadership roles within the alternative 
programs.  There were contradictions between the survey data and the information 
gathered in interviews. For instance, the survey suggested “on-site leadership promotes 
collaboration that ensures shared decision-making, high expectations, and continuous 
monitoring of program quality” is a relative strength of alternative programs. However, in 
each of the interviews, it was recognized on-site leadership was not prevalent in the 
alternative programs. Previous survey data showed 11 of the 14 respondents indicated 
their programs were in a separate building from the regular high school.  Therefore, even 
though the principals of the regular high school were the administrators for these 
programs, their offices were not in the same building as the alternative program. Both 
Steve and Carl stated their programs were in a separate location, but their administrator 
was usually at the high school. Steve added through his interview that “the principal of 
the high school supervises” the alternative program. He stated that this sometimes causes 
problems:  
“There were a few times last year where that was an issue. When we needed something to 
happen or somebody was not doing what they needed to and causing issues for everyone 
else and to be able to send them home, we have to have - we are trying to get ahold of the 
principals at the high school. It didn’t work great all the time so it was just hard to be a 
little ways away and not have that immediate response.”  
 One survey area that had differing data was “school leadership purposely engages 
in opportunities to promote success and strategically includes community, business, and 
media in celebrations.” Four people from the survey stated they strongly agreed, but four 
people also stated they somewhat disagreed. Many of these alternative programs seemed 
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to be hidden from the public eye. They were embedded within the public high schools 
and I did not find evidence they were publicly acknowledged in the community, 
businesses or in media outputs. 
Table 4.14 Leadership 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















The alternative program employs passionate, innovative, and experienced leadership.   
5 8 0 1 0 4.21 Somewhat agree 
School leadership purposely engages in opportunities to promote success and 
strategically includes community, business, and media in celebrations. 
4 3 3 4 0 3.50 Strongly agree and 
somewhat disagree 
All stakeholders including administrators, teachers, and staff are committed to full 
implementation of the mission and core values of the school. 
5 7 1 1 0 4.14 Somewhat agree 
On-site leadership promotes collaboration that ensures shared decision-making, high 
expectations, and continuous monitoring of program quality. 
7 5 1 1 0 4.28 Strongly agree 
 
 In the following Table 4.15, the survey respondents’ perspectives of the climate 
and culture of the alternative programs is outlined. Through interviews, I learned some of 
the programs established their rules and behavioral expectations through contracts, such 




“I have a contract that we use - the kids have to sign a contract when they come to me. 
It’s nothing specific other than, you know, you have to be here x amount of days, you 
have to commit… We don’t put super pressure on them or anything. We want them to 
know they aren’t coming her just to screw around.” 
The area of climate and culture stood out in the data as an overall strength of the 
program with the second highest overall mean score and all categories having a mode of 
strongly or somewhat agree. Survey and interview participants believed their programs 
were in optimal environments with a positive atmosphere. Previously in the survey, I 
found most of the alternative programs were in a separate building.  
Table 4.15 Climate and Culture 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















The program is housed in a safe, well maintained, aesthetically pleasing, and physically 
accessible environment that supports optimal student learning.   
8 5 0 1 0 4.42 Strongly agree 
Rules and behavioral expectations are clearly written, understood, and accepted by staff, 
students, and parents/guardians. 
6 8 0 0 0 4.42 Somewhat agree 
The school culture and climate are characterized by a positive rather than punitive 
atmosphere for behavioral management and student discipline. 
7 6 1 0 0 4.42 Strongly agree 
The school actively promotes student engagement and affords students with the 
opportunity to have a role in shaping the learning environment to facilitate feelings of 
connectedness.   
107 
 
3 8 1 2 0 3.36 Somewhat agree 
 
Table 4.16 is a summarization on the viewpoints of staffing and professional 
development within the alternative programs. Perspectives on the quality of teachers in 
alternative education was relatively high as six of the participants noted they strongly 
agreed their alternative programs employed enthusiastic, energetic, and innovative 
teachers. However, through one of the interviews, this was contradicted as Barb stated 
one of the challenges in alternative education is “getting good teachers. It’s the people 
that haven’t gotten jobs anywhere else that are applying.”  Although I did not hear this 
same opinion come out in the other interviews, it seemed that this is a struggle some 
districts may face.  
 The results from Table 4.16 showed that only eight respondents strongly or 
somewhat agreed that their schools were increasing staff capacity through training that 
aligned with the needs of the program. From the interview information I gathered most 
professional development was through the high school. Each of the interviewees were 
able to recognize that professional development specific to alternative education was 
lacking. When asked about professional development in their schools, interviewees 
described the focus of professional development at their high school, which were all 
geared toward instructional practices. Paul shared that he felt professional development 
on alternative education was on the “low end of the spectrum. If they find a conference 
that they would like, they are supported, but people really don’t instigate those things.”  
  Both Steve and Carl shared some frustrations in professional development in 
relation to alternative programs. Carl said he has  
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“never seen any that I can say was close to it [alternative education]. The teaching end of 
it is nothing. I’m not particularly good in math but I’ve got programs that can get kids 
through it. It’s more of, I hate to say it, parenting role. Most of these kids don’t have a 
parent that gives advice to them.”  
  And Steve shared that he has sought out professional development specific to 
alternative education including at the graduate level, but he couldn’t find much.  
“I have looked. Our district does really good about getting hours beyond even a master’s 
degree with pay. It would be worth it for me to do that. There may be a couple that 
advertise it. I know there is one school that advertises it but I don’t think there are many 
more. There are a couple that might say - you can get a couple classes in alternative 
education in your regular master’s degree in education. I wish there was something more 
specific.”  
 Both the survey data and interview data suggest professional development 
specific to alternative education was something not highly prevalent in southeastern 
Nebraska districts. It was not surprising the survey responses in Table 4.16 regarding 
professional development were lower based on the results of the previous section of the 
survey regarding access to professional development.  
Table 4.16 Staffing and Professional Development 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















Enthusiastic, energetic, and innovative teachers who demonstrate multiple teaching 
styles are employed at the school.    
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6 3 4 1 0 4.00 Strongly agree 
The focus of professional development is on student achievement, effective and 
affective skill development, social skills, and college and career readiness. 
3 9 1 1 0 4.00 Somewhat agree 
Increasing staff capacity through training to ensure the use of research based strategies 
that align with the needs of the program population is used strategically at the school. 
2 6 4 2 0 3.57 Somewhat agree 
Administration ensures ongoing professional development is geared towards the specific 
needs of teachers and support personnel as it relates to their role in an alternative 
program.   
4 6 2 2 0 3.86 Somewhat agree 
 
 Table 4.17 shows curriculum and instruction within the alternative programs. 
From the earlier portion of the survey describing program descriptors, I showed online 
instruction was the most commonly used form of instruction used in alternative 
programs. In addition, classes taught through blended instruction and even in-person 
instruction were supplemented with online programs. Different survey data points and the 
shared perspectives from the interviews allowed me to triangulate the data and create the 
understanding of the type of curriculum and instruction being used in the alternative 
programs was often supported through online programs.  This also helps to further 
understand the survey data in Table 4.17.   
Table 4.17 shows that thirteen of the respondents stated that they strongly or 
somewhat agreed that technology was blended into instruction. Also, all fourteen 
respondents stated they strongly or somewhat agreed that the core curriculum was 
ensured. This makes sense as I understand the prevalence of online programs in 
alternative programs. Online programs have a variety of options for students to gain 
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access to their core requirements as well as some elective courses. The use of online 
programming would also corroborate the lack of project-based learning, as only five of 
the respondents stated they strongly or somewhat agreed that their programs were 
implementing this type of learning. Understanding that curriculum was predominantly 
offered through an online platform, it would be easy to understand the difficulty in doing 
project-based learning. However, Steve stated through in-person teaching he is trying to 
implement more of this type of learning.  
“I don’t think there are a lot of classes that do a lot of projects, like hands-on. Here I am 
trying to do that with these kids, but one thing I’ve found is - they are like I just want to 
get a grade and get out of here. So give me the easiest thing I can do. I’m like no, we are 
going to do a project and we are going to try to figure this out together. I haven’t figured 
that out yet, the right way to make things work with these guys. I’m going to bang my 
head against the wall to get them to start doing projects and get them excited about doing 
projects.”  
Because the survey data showed only five respondents stated that they were 
utilizing project-based learning, this could be perceived as an identified area for growth 
among the alternative programs represented in this survey. Additionally, service learning 
was also an area in which only eight respondents said they strongly or somewhat agreed 
that it was being promoted in their programs. Through the interviews and from the data 
gathered regarding program descriptors, many of the programs focused on providing the 
core classes through the online curriculum which may not include skills developed 
through project based learning or service learning. As Steve stated in his interview,  
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“we end up having to sort kids. We get some kids that need social studies and a lot of 
them need English. English seems to be our worst for the subject they get behind the 
most. So we put them in classes to meet the district requirements of these are the subjects 
we need everybody to have.”   
Carl also mentioned a focus on getting students the core classes they need to graduate. He 
said, “Now I have kids that are trying to make up so they might be doing double on 
English or double on Math.” Again, the focus seems to be meeting the core class 
requirements for the district graduation standards.  As stated previously, many students 
were able to earn work credits for their electives, so the focus on the core classes did not 
come as a surprise.   
Table 4.17 Curriculum and Instruction 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















Access to the academic core curriculum is ensured at the alternative program.    
7 7 0 0 0 4.50 Strongly agree and 
somewhat agree 
All faculty are competent in research based teaching techniques and behavior 
management strategies appropriate for the target student population. 
5 7 1 1 0 4.14 Somewhat agree 
Teachers provide differentiated instruction designed to close gaps in student learning. 
4 8 0 2 0 4 Somewhat agree 
Students have opportunities to learn and/or participate in non-core content areas that 
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may include: fine and practical arts, leadership, health/physical education, music, 
service learning, and technical/vocational courses.  
6 5 2 1 0 4.14 Strongly agree 
The alternative program promotes community involvement through service learning and 
meaningful community service. 
2 6 3 3 0 3.50 Somewhat agree 
Instruction integrates life skills (e.g., career preparation, citizenship, conflict resolution, 
decision making skills, problem solving, public speaking, self-management, social 
skills, teamwork, time management, work-based learning, etc.) into the curricula. 
4 7 1 2 0 3.93 Somewhat agree 
Project based learning are used to build social relationships by supporting collaboration 
and teamwork. 
1 4 5 4 0 3.14 Neither agree or 
disagree 
Technology is blended into the instructional delivery process across all content areas. 
1 4 5 4 0 3.14 Neither agree or 
disagree 
The curriculum is supported by access to a balance of up-to-date, well maintained 
textbooks, library media, technology, and other instructional materials that are age and 
grade appropriate. 
4 9 0 1 0 4.14 Somewhat agree 
 
 Table 4.18 recaps the survey data for student assessment. The mode for every 
category within this section of the survey was somewhat agree followed by strongly 
agree in three of the four categories, making student assessment a relative area of 
strength. As with the data from curriculum and instruction, it is important to note that 
many of the alternative programs used an online curriculum in which student assessment 
is embedded. With the understanding that students are enrolled in alternative programs to 
make up for lost credits, many of these programs had a system for tracking graduation 
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progress and identifying group and individual learning needs in relationship to graduation 
requirements. Steve shared in his interview that a previous teacher “had created a 
spreadsheet where it would change colors when they had met all of their requirements.” 
However, even though assessment is completed within the online curriculum, it may be 
argued that there are not multiple informal and formal assessments used to accommodate 
a variety of individual learner needs.  
Table 4.18 Student Assessment 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















School administrators promote assessment as a means to identify individual and group 
learner needs.   
2 8 3 1 0 3.79 Somewhat agree 
Teachers use reliable formative and summative tools that align with curriculum and 
instruction to track student performance and progress. 
5 7 1 1 0 4.14 Somewhat agree 
The program uses multiple measures to monitor student achievement, effective and 
affective performance, and preparation for graduation with an emphasis on both 
informal and formal assessments. 
4 7 2 1 0 4.00 Somewhat agree 
Assessments are directly linked to identifying appropriate curriculum and instructional 
methods to accommodate a variety of individual learning needs. 
3 8 3 0 0 4.00 Somewhat agree 
 
 From Table 4.19 below, transition planning and support seemed to be a need 
survey respondents acknowledged. Alternative programs focused particularly on progress 
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toward graduation, with one strength of alternative programs being, as Barb stated, “kids 
graduating with a diploma.” With this goal in mind, alternative programs focused on 
accelerating the student’s progress toward graduation. However, connecting students to 
community agencies and support systems they can utilize throughout and upon exit of the 
program seemed to be an area for future focus. From the interviews, it is apparent that 
transition planning is typically done informally by classroom teachers. One classroom 
teacher, Steve, stated he makes it a point to start talking with students about what they 
want to do.  
“Basically every two weeks we just sit down with each of the kids and go over here’s 
what you’re doing right now, here’s what you’re missing, here’s what you need. And if 
you pass all of these classes, here’s what you need next quarter and here’s what you need 
for graduation. And as we start to think about those things we will say, when you get out 
what do you want to do after school? And how does that fit into what we are doing?”  
Another interviewee stated this is something they are trying to implement more, at 
least as far as employment planning. She said, “What I would love to do is see our alt ed 
students in some entrepreneurial things. Why can’t we help them get the skills so when 
they go to apply they can say, I’ve done this?”  
Through the interviews, when discussing transition planning, none of the 
interviewees mentioned referrals for public agencies supporting the mental health, public 
health, housing or physical needs of their students. Most of the conversations regarding 
transition planning related to employment skills students need for their future beyond 
graduation. Also mentioned was the priority of getting them successfully through the 
program as they recognized the importance of a high school diploma.  
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Table 4.19 Transition Planning and Support 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















Transition planning and the student plan afford students the opportunity to maintain and 
accelerate their current progress toward graduation. 
5 7 1 0 1 4.07 Somewhat agree 
Transition planning includes referral and timely access to community agencies, and 
support services such as: mental health, public health, family support, housing, physical 
fitness activities, and other youth services. 
2 6 4 1 1 3.50 Somewhat agree 
Student areas of strength and growth are addressed as part of transition in, throughout, 
and upon exit of the alternative program. 
3 7 3 0 1 3.79 Somewhat agree 
 
Table 4.20 describes the survey results surrounding probes about parent and 
guardian involvement. An overall glance at the means and modes would suggest this was 
a relatively strong area for alternative programs, with each of the means being above 4.0 
and each of the modes being somewhat agree. Data indicated respondents marked that 
they somewhat agreed or strongly agreed with each of the statements regarding parent 
and guardian involvement. However, interview data would suggest this is not as strong as 
an area as the survey would suggest. When asked how involved parents/guardians were in 
their programs, Steve answered, “not great. We have a few that are involved. We are 
slowly moving over to texting everybody all the time. That seems to be our best getting 
together.” Paul also answered similarly, saying there was “not a lot of involvement. Part 
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of that has to do with the population or that parents and students may not be that excited 
about school.” And likewise, Carl, stated “I wish it were a lot better. I think a lot of the 
kids end up here because their parents haven’t made them keep up with things in the first 
place, so it’s not like their parents’ strong suit.”  
 Although the consensus in interviews was a lack of parental involvement, parents 
and guardians were typically supportive of the program. Steve said,  
“They love that they get to have this happen. We had one student last year that wasn’t 
trying to graduate. He would occasionally have some behavioral stuff or get really bent 
out of shape and his dad wouldn’t come to parent teacher conferences or anything like 
that. But if anything was going on we could text him and he would just take a break from 
work and come over and help out. They are super glad their kids graduated. They are like 
‘hey this is awesome, thanks. It’s a miracle that they made it, I’m so happy.’ But they 
aren’t at parent teacher conferences.”  
I think this quote summarizes the conceptions relative to parental involvement. From the 
interviews, participants described the supportiveness of parents in getting their child 
enrolled in the alternative program; however, parents didn’t always engage in a 
continuous or consistent partnership with the program throughout their enrollment.  
Table 4.20 Parent/Guardian Involvement 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 




















6 7 0 1 0 4.29 Somewhat agree 
Effective communication and interaction takes place between parents/guardians and 
school staff to include consistent notification of student progress. 
3 10 0 1 0 4.07 Somewhat agree 
Parents/guardians are recognized as equal partners and are involved in the decision-
making process for the student and the program.  
5 8 1 0 0 4.29 Somewhat agree 
Consultation regarding strategies to support the learning and personal success of 
students is made readily available to all parents/guardians. 
5 6 2 1 0 4.07 Somewhat agree 
 
Table 4.21 encapsulates the perspective of collaboration with community 
partnerships within the alternative programs. As you can see, data in this table show that 
most survey participants neither agreed or disagreed that these type of collaboration 
efforts were taking place.  Similar to the feedback on transition planning, most of the 
collaboration efforts noted in interviews were with employment-type agencies. Two 
interviewees stated they had in the past or were currently working with the Department of 
Labor. The Department of Labor meets with students and supports them after graduation 
in a variety of ways including post-secondary funding, on-the-job training, paid work-
based learning opportunities, or apprenticeships.  
 Interviewees also typically worked closely with the criminal justice system 
including trackers, probation officers, and school resource officers. Steve stated,  
“we have a few kids that are on probation, so we let those folks come in and meet with 
kids while they are here because they know they are here. A lot of them have a history of 
not answering the door when they are home so they like to come to the school.”  
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Carl also stated he worked frequently with probation officers as well as local law 
enforcement.  
Table 4.21 Collaboration 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















Partnerships with community resources are secured and established to help the 
alternative program solve problems and achieve goals. 
3 4 5 2 0 3.57 Neither agree or 
disagree 
Interagency and community partnerships exist to support the physical and mental health 
of students enrolled in the program. 
2 4 7 1 0 3.50 Neither agree or 
disagree 
Community partners are utilized when integrating life skills, soft skills, college and 
career readiness, and service learning into the alternative program. 
2 3 7 2 0 3.36 Neither agree or 
disagree 
 
The use of various forms for documenting program evaluation are summarized in 
Table 4.22 below. It appeared some districts were using evaluation systems in their 
programs as five respondents replied they strongly agreed their districts were gathering 
student outcome data (graduation rates, credits earned, attendance, disciplinary date, and 
dropout statistics). The interviews completed would suggest programs were recognizing 
the impact they were making but documenting outcome data was an area of need for 
alternative programs. Carl stated in his interview,  
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“I don’t have [any of that data]. As we usually say, the kids that come to me  
already have one foot out the front door. We are just trying to keep them in  
school. A few years ago, I know from our graduating classes I had 13% of them  
come out of my alternative program.”  
And Paul stated in his interview, “We might have some of that, but I’m not sure 
where it is or if it’s used specifically.” Barb stated she thought this information could be 
interesting and helpful to continue to improve our programs. She noted it might be 
beneficial to do comparisons of data between programs using the in-person teaching 
model versus online instruction.  
Table 4.22 Program Evaluation 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















Routine, yearly evaluations to determine progress toward meeting the vision and 
mission of the program and plans for continuous school improvement are conducted at 
the alternative program. 
2 6 5 1 0 3.64 Somewhat agree 
Student outcome data (graduation rates, credits earned, attendance, disciplinary date, 
and dropout statistics) is gathered as a means to evaluate the success of the alternative 
program.  
5 5 3 1 0 4.00 Strongly agree and 
somewhat agree 
On a yearly basis, student, parent/guardian, staff, and community surveys are 
administered by the alternative school to access school improvement. 




Staff surveys are administered to assess attitudes and opinions about school culture and 
climate, the learning environment, staff-administrator / staff-staff relations, perceptions 
of program effectiveness and success relative to students’ academic, behavioral, and 
social progress. 
2 3 6 3 0 3.29 Neither agree or 
disagree 
 
The availability of school counselors and the use of planning for post-secondary 
options is outlined in Table 4.23.  The data show there was some response variance in 
each of these areas. There was mixed feedback on professional counselors working with 
alternative education students to establish goals. Only one of the interviewees mentioned 
students working directly with a school counselor on a regular basis.  
Carl stated, “we have a counselor that works with our school districts. She comes 
and spends at least half a day a week with us.” Others noted the use of a school counselor 
but mostly in reference to helping students determine which courses were needed for 
graduation purposes.  Steve noted being in an off-campus location served as a barrier to 
working with counselors. “It's also a little weird because our classrooms are in the middle 
school so we don't see our counselors all the time so we send a lot of time emailing back 
and forth trying to figure out the class situation.”  
As you can see from the table, eight respondents stated they somewhat agreed 
their programs promoted a wide range of post-secondary options. There were 
discrepancies in the data on alternative programs integrating job readiness skills and 
investigating the world of work. In interviews, it was noted this is often geared toward 
job exploration and establishing skills geared toward career interests. Barb stated they are 
trying to get more involved with a program focused on partnering with businesses and 
manufacturers in the surrounding area to help students gain the skills they need to be 
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employable upon graduation. To help keep the interviewee anonymous, I did not go into 
specifics of this program.  
 Paul stated in his program there was a career readiness teacher who oversees the 
work-based learning portion of the students’ school day. She is assigned at the high 
school but does go out to the alternative school to collect the students’ work pay stubs. 
She completes career mapping goals with the students and does a career cluster inventory 
with each of them to explore career interests.  
 Steve mentioned trying to emphasize work-based learning and having students 
reflect on their employment experiences. One of the ideas he said they were working on 
was having them “take a form to [the supervisor] for how they are doing and that’s how 
they would get the credits. We are going to try to make something formal like that.” From 
what I gathered in the interviews, it appeared that many of the programs accepted credits 
for work-based learning so there is some emphasis on the importance of employment.  
Table 4.23 School Counseling 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















An environment for academic preparation which promotes a wide range of post-
secondary options including trades/technical school, the armed services, and college is 
created at the program. 
2 8 3 1 0 3.79 Somewhat agree 
Students work with professional counselors to establish challenging effective and 
affective academic goals.   
5 3 3 3 0 3.71 Strongly agree 
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Students investigate the world of work as it relates to their interests, skills, and goals.  
4 4 4 2 0 3.71 Strongly agree and 
somewhat agree 
and neither agree 
or disagree 
Helping students establish job readiness skills is a goal of the program. 
4 6 3 1 1 3.73 Somewhat agree 
 
 In the following Table 4.24, data is reported regarding alternative schools and 
their connection to a school social work program. Again, there was some participant 
response variation. However, five respondents noted they strongly agreed social justice is 
emphasized by their program. Four respondents noted they strongly agreed a social work 
program was a characteristic of the alternative program. Interestingly, none of the 
interviews acknowledged having a school social work program or made any specific 
connections to social justice within their programs.  
Table 4.24 School Social Work 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















Social justice is emphasized by the program.   
5 2 4 3 0 3.50 Strongly agree 
A social work program is a characteristic of the alternative program. 





 The following Table 4.25 highlights the responses survey participants provided on 
policies and procedures used in alternative programs. In all the data on research-
supported practices, this section had the highest overall averages and modes. In fact, 
eleven out of the fourteen participants strongly agreed they had lists and procedures for 
conducting emergency drills in place in their programs. Also, nine of the fourteen 
participants noted they strongly agreed they have established a thorough written code of 
conduct and comprehensive student discipline plan outlining rules and behavioral 
expectations, appropriate interventions, and consequences for infractions. As noted 
previously in the summarization of the climate and culture portion of the survey, some 
interviewees noted they had contracts outlining the rules and behavioral expectations of 
the programs.  
 One of the districts interviewed noted they have students contract in from outside 
districts and this can pose problems with outlining a discipline plan. It was acknowledged 
this could be an avenue for future improvement. Barb stated,  
“We have to have our own handbooks that ensures that we are holding the standards of 
every district and then some, whatever that is.”  
Having a formal written plan that is specific to the alternative education program would 
be beneficial in establishing a formal and comprehensive discipline plan.  
 Attendance was another issue that arose during discussions of program 
expectations. As Paul stated, these programs were serving kids that “maybe wouldn’t 
graduate without alternative programs. They are often chronically truant. They are 
capable but not living up to their potential.” Steve reiterated this when he discussed the 
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greatest challenge he faced in an alternative program, “But then with students, just 
attendance. Making sure kids are here. What do you do with kids who aren’t here and 
how do you get them graduated?” It seemed that the policies in place loosely outline 
attendance. Teachers and administrators are struggling to find solutions.  
Table 4.25 Policies and Procedures 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















Clearly defined roles and responsibilities for all teaching and support personnel are 
written and fully explained to alternative program staff. 
5 5 3 1 0 4.00 Strongly agree and 
somewhat agree 
Schools have established a thorough written code of conduct and comprehensive student 
discipline plan that outlines rules and behavioral expectations, appropriate interventions, 
and consequences for infractions. 
9 2 2 1 0 4.36 Strongly agree 
Lists and procedures for conducting emergency drills (fire/tornado drills, shelter in 
place, lock down) are in place for the alternative program.   
11 1 2 0 0 4.64 Strongly agree 
Procurement procedures, time and leave policies, professional development 
requirements, and professional responsibilities are outlined in a systematic, clear, and 
concise manner. 
7 4 3 0 0 4.29 Strongly agree 
 
 The survey data on nontraditional education plans in alternative programs are 
summarized in Table 4.26. Nontraditional education plans focus on individualizing the 
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learning of students in relation to fostering achievement, skill development in a variety of 
areas, and monitoring and evaluating progress. The data show respondents indicated 
some of these areas were stronger than others in alternative programs. Individualizing 
curriculum and instruction and creating a student plan were strengths in the survey data. 
This was validated in the interviews largely through the discussions centered on tailoring 
the instruction to meet each individual student’s graduation requirements.  
The data indicated Student Support Teams (SST) monitoring student progress are 
lacking. Again, this was stated earlier by the lack of school counselors and even the lack 
of on-site administration which support these programs. Steve discussed this challenge 
further, saying, 
“High school principals are busy - they are doing stuff all the time. They don’t have a lot 
of extra time to just come hang out with us and sit down and figure out a - this is the plan, 
this is what we want to do…. It’s a lack of enough people being able to have enough time 
to do it.”  
 Another interesting facet outlined in an earlier part of the survey and then again in 
the interviews was the need to address students in special education. Three of the survey 
respondents and two of the interviewees noted their programs did not currently serve any 
students in special education. As Carl stated in his interview their practice had always 
been, “to come to the alternative school you had to sign out of special ed. Now we 
wouldn't take them if they had a lot of needs, but if they were just marginal, we would 
take them. But they had to sign out of special ed so the school district wouldn’t get in 
trouble. But now they say, nope, they can’t be made to sign out.” This seemed to be a 
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challenge for him as he recognized he doesn’t have a special education degree and is 
unsure of how the alternative program will serve their needs.  
 Steve also commented on students in special education, saying “we don't have 
very many in special ed - I have like two or three special ed kids out of 13.” However, his 
situation may be different as Steve holds a master’s degree in Special Education. The 
challenge of meeting students with both special education as well as English Learning 
needs may continue to be an obstacle alternative schools are faced with meeting 
appropriately. 
Table 4.26 Nontraditional Education Plan 
Based on your experiences, to what extent do you agree or disagree with the 
















Individualized curriculum and instruction are implemented using the individualized 
learning plans at the alternative program. 
6 3 5 0 0 4.07 Strongly agree 
An individual student plan is created that targets student achievement, effective and 
affective growth, social skill development, and college and career readiness skills.  
7 3 4 0 0 4.21 Strongly agree 
A Student Support Team (SST) is established and involved in forming and monitoring 
the student’s progress. 
3 3 5 2 1 3.36 Neither agree or 
disagree 
The nontraditional education plan addresses required services to meet the educational 
needs of students with disabilities and second language learners.   





 Overall, the data from the survey showed both the strengths and weaknesses of 
alternative programs. When paired with the information gathered from the interview 
transcriptions, there were instances in which data was corroborated, but also instances 
when this data was contradicted in the interviews. As I move forward in using this data 
through a networking system, it will be important to gain further perspective of the 
insights of these research-supported practices and their importance within alternative 
programs.  
 
Organization of Localized Networking 
 At the end of the survey, participants were asked two final questions. The first of 
these was if they would be willing to be contacted for further clarification or expansion of 
their answers. The hope was to gather qualitative data to support the survey and gain 
more in-depth understanding of alternative programs within the area of study which could 
help inform a networking system. I had nine respondents indicate they would be willing 
to be contacted; however, I was only able to finalize interviews with four of these nine 
individuals. The second question in this section asked participants if they would be 
interested in participating in a local networking system specifically designed for 
alternative education staff. Ten participants responded they would be interested in 
participating. When this topic arose in the interviews, I had positive feedback regarding 
the establishment of a networking group. As Barb shared, a lot of times it is nice “just to 
have somebody to sound-off, literally to talk to about I have this family, or this kid, or 
this district that I am working with… How do you work with this family? How do you 
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develop a handbook? Even just having somewhere to work together on it.” This feedback 
encouraged and excited me to begin the networking group that was the original intent of 
this study.  
 Based on survey results and interviews presented in Chapter 4, educators from 
alternative programs were invited to participate in a networking committee which will 
establish a mission and vision for an alternative education networking system. There was 
a total of 10 survey participants stating they would be interested in becoming part of a 
networking group. A Doodle Poll was sent to each of these participants with six potential 
dates for the first networking session. To increase the number of attendees, participants in 
this research study were encouraged to invite others playing a vital role in alternative 
education. With additional invitees, the Doodle Poll received a total of five responses. 
From there, a date was set, and an invitation was sent out to all original ten participants 
along with two additional invitees. The first date for the Alternative Education 
Networking session was set for November 7, 2019, to be held at one of the ESU buildings 












 DISCUSSION, IMPLEMENTATION, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 My focus in this chapter is to (1) discuss the purpose of the study, (2) revisit the 
methodology, including the initial enactment of the networking system, (3) provide a 
summary of my key findings in relation to my problem of practice questions, (4) include 
recommendations for practice, (5) recommendations for further research, and (6) discuss 
the limitations of this study.  
 
Purpose  
 Alternative schools are currently on the rise one as one of the nation’s ways to 
address the needs of students who are not successful with the traditional educational 
model and who are at increased risk of dropping out of school (Aron, 2006).  However, 
because alternative programs are largely autonomous, it becomes difficult for teachers 
and leaders in this specific educational field to build an awareness of what other 
alternative programs are doing and how to improve their practices. This study examined 
the current alternative programs in the southeast region of Nebraska to identify ways in 
which these programs were providing different, innovative teaching environments that 
were geared toward this population of students. The study consisted of a survey and 
interviews to gather multiple sources of information to investigate the different programs 
that exist, particularly regarding program descriptions, access to professional 
development, and the implementation of research-supported practices. The primary 
purpose of this study was to use this ethnographically-informed data to implement a 
networking system for teachers and leaders within these alternative programs. The 
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networking system was created to allow an opportunity for teachers in these programs to 
collaborate to further their efforts in improving the programming for alternative schools. 
Through this network, participants were invited to share knowledge, resources, and 
strategies to learn from one another. This networking practice can be a foundation for 
providing a positive impact in the practices within alternative education.  
 
Methodology 
 The purpose of this ethnographically-informed design research was to identify the 
current realities of alternative education including program descriptors, program 
components and the implementation of research-supported practices to inform the 
implementation of a networking system for people working within these alternative 
education settings. With respect to educational design research, I remained focused on the 
five features identified by McKenney and Reeves (2019) that drove this methodology: 
theoretically oriented, interventionist, collaborative, responsively grounded, iterative. In 
the following sections, I will define how these features were applied to this research and 
how they will impact the continuous efforts in alternative education.  
Theoretically Oriented 
 Using the review of literature presented in Chapter 2, I was able to reflect on the 
theory surrounding alternative education. “Theoretical constructs provide an “organizing 
conception to which research inquiries relate, creating a common point of reference that 
can facilitate efforts to make sense of the wide diversity of studies and findings in 
education research” (National Research Council, 2005, p. 37). As I formed a more 
thorough understanding of alternative programs, the historical underpinnings, the design 
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and structures of these programs, I was able to structure my knowledge around the 
theoretical frameworks as I moved through my study.  
In design research the goal is to “provide a direct impact between research and 
practice” (Reeves, McKenney & Herrington, 2011, p. 58) to make it meaningful and 
relevant. This process can also be defined as the development of praxis, which is 
essentially practice guided by theory. Throughout this study, I had an end goal of creating 
a collaborative system to improve the educational outcomes of students in alternative 
education. This group of practitioners will work together to understand the foundation of 
alternative education, gather ideas and resources to support the implementation of 
research-supported practices and identify innovative programs that support the needs of 
students in alternative education. The goal in this research is to “marry” theory and 
practice; through our work, we not only aim to improve our practices, but also to advance 
the educational theory that surrounds it.  
Interventionist 
 Interventions in design research can take a variety of forms that may include 
“programs, learning processes, learning environments, teaching-learning materials, 
products and systems” (Plomp & Nieveen, 2013, p. 11). For this particular study, the 
networking group was introduced as the “intervention” used to improve the programming 
with alternative schools in a localized region. The creation of an intervention “begins 
with an accurate assessment of local context” (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012, p. 16). I used 
the surveys and interviews as a means to gain detailed descriptions of the current state of 
alternative schools within the region of study. Furthermore, Anderson & Shattuck (2012) 
stated the intervention must be “designed specifically to overcome some problem or 
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create improvement in a local practice” (p. 16). This intervention is expected to be a 
continuous effort to address the challenges these programs face and provide a means to 
improve the knowledge and skills of practitioners within this context.  
Collaborative 
 As I prepared for the first networking session, I wanted to reiterate to the 
participants that this was designed to be a collaborative effort between both the 
researcher and practitioners. To establish this message, I decided it was important to 
provide a formalized purpose for this group. To be used on the initial presentation was a 
slide stating this purpose:  
 This network is designed for key players in alternative education that play a vital 
role in improving outcomes for at-risk students. The purpose of this forum is to discuss  
pertinent issues, share and explore resources, and network with colleagues. The goal of 
this networking system is to identify and implement research-supported practices and 
identify innovative programs that are meeting the needs of our students. The Alternative 
Education Network will be participant-driven, and therefore, based directly on your 
needs and questions. 
There were two points I wanted to be clear to highlight. First, this “intervention” 
is designed to improve outcomes for at-risk students. Secondly, I wanted to bring 
particular attention to the fact this was “participant-driven” and based on the needs and 
questions established by participants. The practitioners involved in this network are “not 
‘subjects’ assigned to treatments but instead are treated as co-participants in both the 
design and even the analysis” (Barab, 2004, p. 3). Through collaborative effort, all 
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participants were viewed as having knowledge and expertise which can be beneficial to 
the group as we address the real-life issues in alternative education.  
Responsively Grounded 
 This alternative education networking group was intended to “explore, rather than 
mute, the complex realities” (McKenney & Reeves, 2019, p. 14) facing practitioners. To 
explore these issues, my intent for the first session was to share the data I had gathered 
from our localized context so together we could look more in depth and create “new 
meanings, values, and attitudes” (Anderson & Shattuck, 2012, p. 17). The purpose of the 
surveys and interviews were to bring awareness not only to myself, but also to the 
networking participants on the successes and challenges we face.  
 Sharing the data gathered in this survey was meant to be a source of discussion 
and reflection as we continue to develop ways in which we can make valuable impact on 
alternative education environments. To share the data I developed graphs, tables, and 
charts to summarize the information in a concise yet encompassing manner. The 
information was not to be presented to define alternative programs, but rather to create a 
context in which to reflect current practices and envision ourselves as agents of 
educational change.  
Iterative 
 For this research the data collection methods were intended to be a one-time 
event; however, the networking sessions designed were meant to be ongoing. Through 
these networking sessions it is likely further data will be collected. Implementing 
meaningful change is a process and requires continued analysis. The networking group 
provides a forum of continuous reflection and investigation into practices alternative 
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programs can implement to produce a positive change. This iterative design allows us to 
“progressively inform, revise, and refine our theoretical constructs” (Plomp & Nieveen, 
2007, p. 62). In essence, the research I have begun is far from complete. As educators, I 
believe we must be invested in comprehensive efforts to develop and enhance our 
alternative programs to reengage off-track students in education.  
 
Discussion of the Findings 
 The following section will discuss the key findings from the surveys and 
interviews conducted. Again, these key findings were a source of reflection within the 
context of the networking group to address the challenges we face as well as celebrate the 
successes. The findings will be addressed as they pertain to the problem of practice 
questions I was seeking to address.  
Problem of Practice Question 1: How do professionals working in alternative 
education describe their programs? 
 Almeida et al. (2000) states, “currently, the alternative education system 
comprises a range of educational programs with a variety of purposes and outcomes” 
(Almeida, Le, Steinberg, & Cervantes, 2009, p. 2). Survey and interview participants 
from this study, similarly, identified a wide range of descriptions for the alternative 
programs in which they work. One of the big differences identified in programs were the 
ways in which programs were structured. Some the programs were only offered as a half-
day program with the need for students to maintain employment to gain the elective 
credits they were missing in the second half of their day. Other programs were operating 
full days with flexible schedules. Knowing flexibility is one of the key features of 
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alternative programs (Rennie Center, 2014), it is important that alternative programs are 
personalizing options for students based on his or her needs. It was striking to me to find 
students may be dismissed from the alternative education program if they do not maintain 
employment, particularly when you think about the comment from Carl, stating his 
students often having difficulty in gaining and/or maintaining employment. In rural 
communities, employment opportunities are often limited (Bozarth & Strifler, 2019). 
When this becomes a requirement for students in alternative education, we are 
implementing more challenges for these students instead of using creative approaches to 
increase their ability to succeed.  
 There were two similarities that stood out amongst alternative programs in 
southeast Nebraska. First, most of the programs targeted three main populations of 
students: students with behavioral concerns, students with attendance issues, and students 
in need of credit recovery. I would argue many times this may be the same student. Often 
behavior and attendance problems lead to a need for credit recovery. However, this may 
not always be the same person. As Barb stated, students with behavioral special 
education needs and students with minor behaviors, attendance and credit recovery needs 
may need to be addressed differently. When thinking about the students these alternative 
programs served, I think it is important for programs to revisit their purpose. “Is the 
underlying intent of alternative education legislation to meet the needs of disenfranchised 
students, or to assist traditional public schools in behavior management” (Lehr et al., 
2003, p. 16)?  It is important to make these distinct clarifications so that alternative 
programs have a clear purpose and are not just being used as a ‘catch-all’ for students that 
are struggling without positive intentions to best meet their needs.  
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When considering populations of students for alternative programs, it is also 
critical that districts are addressing the special education rights of students. When I 
learned some students were being required to sign out of special education to be served in 
alternative programs, I questioned this practice’s legality. This is not just a localized 
problem as research from Lehr et al (2003) noted that state directors of special education 
across the United States “indicated concerns with the special education processes and 
procedures in place at alternative schools for students with disabilities” (p. 15). Districts 
need to consider appropriate ways to address the quality and availability of services 
necessary to meet the special education needs of students with disabilities.  
The second similarity I found within the alternative programs in the region of 
study was the use of online curriculum. The data from this survey closely matched a 
nationwide survey sponsored by the U.S. Department of Education (2018) which stated 
that credit recovery programs were most commonly provided online followed by a 
blended model and then in-person. In Chapter 2, I reported the benefits and challenges 
online programs face. To revisit, these types of programs offer flexibility in serving 
students because students can access the instruction from various locations and at various 
times throughout the day (Dessoff, 2009). It offers programs a chance to work around the 
personal needs of students which may include parenting, employment, or medical issues 
(Franco & Patel, 2011). It also allows students to work at their own pace and may help 
overcome some of the attendance challenges as students will not fall behind their peers.  
There are also many concerns with online programs that have been addressed 
through previous literature. Barb mentioned some of these concerns through her 
interview stating online classes are often too difficult for students. Some students have 
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difficulty because of their limited skills such as language skills, reading skills or 
computer usage skills or they may lack the ability to self-monitor their learning (Franco 
& Patel, 2011; Oliver et al, 2009). It has been noted there are lower completion rates for 
students in online programs (Clements et al., 2015) which could be due to several 
reasons. Barb stated some administrators view online programs as an opportunity to 
establish academic rigor in alternative settings. However, she feels the use of online 
programming impedes the need to build relationships with students, which is a key to 
keeping many of them engaged in school. One of the challenges continues to be 
“mediating the tension between holding onto students and holding them to high 
expectations” (Almeida, Le, Steinberg, & Cervantes, 2009, p. vi).  
I believe it’s important to question whether these online programs serve to address 
the needs of the teachers in these programs rather than the needs of students. With having 
a few students with different educational requirement needs, online programs address the 
need for teachers to teach a variety of content areas throughout the school day. In various 
research studies (Brown & Addison, 2012; Foley & Pang, 2006; Hosley, 2003) teachers 
most frequently indicated their background was in general education, usually a specific 
subject matter at the secondary level. If teachers are not qualified to teach the content 
subject matter of all these various courses (something that will be further addressed in 
Question 2), online programs offer this availability to rigorous content in areas the 
teacher does not have the background expertise. Although online programs offer some 
flexibility in programming, it will be important for alternative teachers and leaders to 
continue to weigh the pros and cons of the options for instructional delivery and continue 
to reflectively evaluate the effectiveness they hold in meeting the needs of their students. 
138 
 
Problem of Practice Question 2: How do professionals working in alternative 
education describe professional development opportunities specific to their context? 
 Requirements of teaching in alternative education. 
 Through the surveys, I learned that less than half of the districts in my research 
area indicated they have specific requirements for teaching in the alternative school 
beyond the regular teacher requirements. This information was not unforeseen as I 
reported in Chapter 1 the lack of college-level alternative education programs nationwide. 
Also, in a study done by Hosley, Hosley and Thein (2009), they found there is both a 
high need and high interest for a master’s program in alternative education.  From 
interviews, I was able to note those having specific requirements were likely in special 
education to serve students with IEPs. As Barb stated in her interview, alternative 
programs are like a “one-room schoolhouse,” in which all subject matters are taught 
under the supervision of one teacher. There becomes a problem in alternative education 
when considering the provisions of NCLB which requires teachers to be highly qualified. 
As defined by the Department of Education, “to be deemed highly qualified, teachers 
must have: 1) a bachelor's degree, 2) full state certification or licensure, and 3) prove that 
they know each subject they teach.” (U.S. Department of Education, 2004, para. 14).  
Alternative programs have been under some scrutiny for not meeting the 
standards of highly qualified teachers set forth by NCLB because of this exact issue 
(Education Evolving, 2003; Lehr et al., 2009). In recognition of some of the challenges 
rural districts face in meeting the requirements for highly qualified teachers, the 
Department of Education added some areas of flexibility for this requirement, one of 
those being for multi-subject teachers. Under the new guidelines, “the high objective 
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uniform State standard of evaluation (HOUSSE) process is authorized by NCLB as an 
option for teachers to document content expertise in NCLB core academic areas to which 
they are assigned but for which they are not appropriately endorsed” (Nebraska 
Department of Education, 2008, para. 12). However, through my research, it was not 
evident teachers in alternative programs are meeting these guidelines. 
Although some NCLB appears to be attempting to implement some flexibility in 
these provisions outlined through this legislation, I would argue this flexibility does not 
account for teachers of alternative programs. Without having programs in the state of 
Nebraska that offer an alternative education endorsement, I am unsure how teachers 
would be able to meet the highly qualified status without showing expertise in all content 
areas taught, which seems unreasonable. NCLB has a narrow vision of what makes ‘good 
teaching’ and fails to account for the “professional knowledge and understanding 
teachers derive from their local experiences and relationships with students” (Cochron-
Smith & Lyle, 2009, p .81). It also fails to acknowledge the complexity that exists within 
our educational environments.  This is an area I foresee continuing to be challenged and 
addressed through further legislation.   
Opportunities for professional development. 
Survey and interview participants noted a lack of professional development 
opportunities specific to alternative education. In Chapter 2, Murry & Herrara (1998) 
noted that in most rural districts professional development is typically a “one-size-fits-all 
model of staff training” (p. 48). From the interviews, I learned that professional 
development within the schools is geared toward the entire high school staff and not 
specific to alternative education. Through the survey, respondents noted they participated 
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in a variety of other professional development opportunities but not in high numbers. 
Attending workshops, conferences, or training was the highest recorded response, but less 
than half of the respondents stated they had participated in this type of professional 
development.  The next two most common types of professional development were peer 
observation of teachers within their district and participating in a mentoring program 
within their district. Although these types of professional development are great ways to 
learn new instructional strategies, I would argue it does not specifically address the 
challenges teachers in alternative programs face. Three teachers stated they have made 
visits to other alternative sites which I think would be more beneficial. 
One benefit of the networking group being established is the ability to make 
visible the professionals within the field and unite them for the purpose of collaborative 
inquiry. As I stated in Chapter 1, one of my challenges has been trying to identify the 
location of other programs, limiting my options for seeking professional guidance and 
advice from other practitioners. Although limited in research, “increasingly teacher 
involvement in collaborative design” (Voogt, et al., 2014) is being viewed as a form of 
professional development. Teachers can engage in reflective practice when they are able 
to acknowledge the beliefs and practices of others. These types of professional 
development opportunities allow teachers to “deepen their knowledge and transform their 
teaching” (Borko, 2004, p. 5). I believe creating a networking group will bring these 
people together and provide more opportunity to access professional development, 




Problem of Practice Question 3: In what ways are alternative education programs 
implementing and generating research-supported practices? 
 When reflecting on the survey and interview data regarding the implementation of 
research-supported practices, I noticed both some strengths and opportunities for growth. 
The strengths I noticed were in two main categories: Climate and Culture, and Policies 
and Procedures. I believe alternative programs have a relative strength in addressing what 
I view as the “here and now.” Schools had established alternative safe and caring 
programs in environments that support student learning. These programs were finding 
ways to incorporate a positive atmosphere for behavioral management and student 
discipline that’s encouraging for students and families. Policies and procedures for 
alternative schools have been developed and implemented to ensure the safety of 
students. These policies and procedures outline rules and expectations and assist in 
maintaining a code of conduct. These alternative programs remain focused on helping 
students meet their graduation requirements, so they can receive a high school diploma.  
 I found additional strengths that stood out within other categories. For example, 
one strength was that the academic core curriculum was ensured. As I discussed earlier, 
instruction was presented in a variety of formats across districts, but most often was 
through an online curriculum. This core curriculum was aimed at filling in the credit gaps 
in the students’ requirements for graduation. Alternative programs were proficient in 
mapping out students’ course paths and creating individualized plans to achieve the 
requirements needed for graduation. I believe alternative programs were doing many 
things well and there is promising evidence “emerging that efforts to redesign alternative 
education contributes to rising graduation rates” (Almeida et al., 2009, p. 2). 
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 The survey and interview data suggested there was noticeable room for growth 
among alternative programs in southeast Nebraska. As I described, many of the strengths 
in alternative programs seemed to be focusing on the “here and now.” Additionally, I 
would argue many of the areas for growth were planning for the students’ futures. The 
top areas of need identified in the surveys were in the following categories: school social 
work, collaboration, school counseling, and program evaluation. The first three areas as 
well as some additional areas within other categories show alternative programs must 
continue to make efforts to support the social and emotional needs of students to help 
them develop the soft skills they need to be successful adults. Many studies are being 
conducted on the importance of these types of skills in the workplace. Research is 
suggesting soft skills as the number one factor for success in employment and in post-
secondary education (Robles, 2012; Schulz, 2008). If we want our students to be 
successful in whichever path they pursue after high school, we must be purposeful about 
implementing curriculum and activities that help develop these skills.  
The results from the survey in area of Collaboration and the area of Transition 
Planning and Supports identified a specific need to connect with community agencies and 
build partnerships for students. This could be due to a few factors, including the lack of 
resources in smaller communities that were described in Chapter 2. However, “Schools 
lacking these partnerships and connections were, by comparison, at a disadvantage in 
their efforts to meet students' needs” (Velasco et al, p. 11). Partnerships with local 
community colleges and local businesses are opportunities to implement necessary and 
critical resources for alternative schools. Understanding that students in alternative 
schools are some of our most vulnerable youth (Lehr et al., 2009), connecting students to 
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community supports becomes critical in building success beyond the school walls. In a 
national study, 84% of alternative programs indicated they collaborated with the juvenile 
justice system, the highest recognized partnership (Foley & Pang, 2006). Through the 
interviews in this study, this information was corroborated as alternative programs in this 
region identified partnering most frequently with individuals such as police officers, 
probation officers, or trackers. I believe there is a need to identify additional community 
partners that will help students build positive relationships within the community context.   
Another area with a relative need was the subcategories within Curriculum and 
Instruction. These two needs were in relation to implementing project-based learning, 
service learning, or meaningful community service. Again, this is a critical area that 
allows students to build the soft skills necessary for employment or postsecondary 
education, such as conflict resolution, decision making, problem solving, teamwork, and 
time management to name a few. Service learning and project based learning allow 
students to acquire not only the academic skills, but also the social skills needed beyond 
the classroom (Meyers, 1999). When having discussions with interviewees, Steve stated 
he would like to try to incorporate more of these concepts and Barb stated they were 
trying to work with community businesses to build in some employment opportunities in 
the programs. However, for programs with primarily online curriculum, incorporating 
these types of learning activities will be difficult unless thoughtful planning is used to 
implement these activities within the context of online learning. It becomes important to 
revisit the goals of alternative education and determine how programs are prioritizing 
transition to postsecondary pathways. Are schools too focused on getting students to 
graduate and not recognizing the need to direct efforts on assisting them beyond? 
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Another area noted as an area for growth is the category of Leadership. Having 
effective leaders devoted to promoting and celebrating the success of alternative 
programs should be a priority. Strong leadership could help programs develop a more 
holistic approach to preparing students to be responsible, productive citizens after high 
school. This results of this study were in line with Hosley’s (2003) survey and analysis of 
alternative education programs the most common location of these programs is in another 
building, and “rural programs are much more frequently in a separate building” (p. 7). 
There is difficulty in balancing the need for leadership with having off-site locations.  As 
stated in Chapter 2, having an off-site location could be a benefit to alternative programs 
as it provides students a chance to restart in a “neutral territory” (Aron, 2006, p. 12). 
However, this in turn means administration may not frequently visit the programs or 
strategically plan to monitor the quality of programs. In all of the interviews, it was noted 
the principal of the high school was also the administrator for each of the programs in this 
study. It seemed rare that a full-time administrator was assigned to alternative programs 
and this may likely be due to the small number of students it serves.  
“Nevertheless, the student population, special curriculum concerns, need for personnel 
professional development, and numerous administrative and organizational structural 
design concerns make the assignment of a full-time administrator an important issue for 
decision-maker consideration” (Hosley, 2003, p. 15).  
Steve stated one of his main challenges was “lack of administration, having 
enough people being able to have enough time.” Creating Student Support Teams (SST) 
may be one way to be purposeful in identifying individuals within the school available to 
assist with developing and monitoring student plans. People such as counselors, school 
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social workers, and administrators are examples of people that could be included and 
provide additional resources for alternative students. However, alternative programs need 
to think about how to get access to these services.  Recall in Chapter 2, through a review 
of literature, it was acknowledged smaller districts may struggle with having appropriate 
counseling opportunities (Alliance for Education, 2010) and this likely holds true for the 
alternative schools as well.  Another challenge described in Chapter 2 was one of the 
challenges for rural district to access social service networks (Alliance, 2010). It was not 
surprising the rural districts in this study lacked some of these services research has 
shown would be beneficial. 
Finally, the last area for growth I will suggest for research-supported practices 
was the need to evaluate program effectiveness. “An important first step for policymakers 
in all states seeking to improve alternative education is to evaluate existing alternative 
education policies to determine how well they enable needed change” (Almeida et al., 
2009, p. 2). In the interviews, none of the participants had information available on 
student outcome data (graduation rates, attendance, disciplinary data, and dropout 
statistics) and most of them stated they did not believe that information was being 
collected.  It will be important to consider methods in which alternative programs will 
evaluate effectiveness. The current “accountability and outcome measures used in 
schools may not be sufficient for alternative education” (Aron, 2006, p. 18). As the term 
‘alternative’ implies, these programs are taking different approaches to reengage students 
and may also need to consider alternative methods to evaluating these programs. As 
Lange and Sletten (2002) argue, “to ignore nontraditional outcomes for alternative 
students may negate the positive outcomes that have emerged” (p. 22).  
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Problem of Practice Question 4: How can I organize a localized networking system 
for the collaboration of teachers and teacher leaders within alternative education 
aimed at improving the educational outcomes of students in these programs? 
 From a review of previous literature in conjunction with this research, I believe 
the need for alternative programs to maintain some autonomy is critical to their success. 
These programs are serving students who have been academically unsuccessful in 
traditional school settings and there needs to be “flexibility to develop practices that meet 
students’ needs” (Rennie Center, 2014, p. 6). Educators and administrators are 
recognizing alternative programs can offer some valuable options for students. A 
networking group will be beneficial in allowing practitioners the opportunity to engage in 
discussion and build professional relationships to expand and enhance alternative 
education.  
As a networking group, one of our priorities must be to collaboratively define the 
purpose of alternative education and establish the goals, mission and vision for these 
programs. As noted in Table 4.16 this was an area for improvement. I feel collaborative 
networking process gives purpose to the program while still preserving “the ability to 
keep schools new and different” (Education Evolving, 2003, p. 9). Establishing purpose 
is important for a variety of reasons and lays the framework to make improvements in 
several categories of research-supported practices.  
 We need to have discussions regarding the philosophy contributing to the 
foundation of these programs. “To provide an alternative education that successfully 
eliminates inequities and disequilibrium, we must first posit this question: For who is the 
education alternative?” (Kim & Taylor, 2008, p. 217). Is our philosophy that students are 
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attending these programs because the educational system is not meeting their needs and 
require a new, innovative way at accessing curriculum and instruction? Or are 
alternatives being viewed as an option for students that are not meeting the educational 
expectations and utilized to displace the child to improve success of the traditional 
school? (Rennie Center, 2014 p. 16). These are necessary questions to address for the 
sake of our students. If we truly believe alternative schools are being utilized for the 
betterment of the students, we must “remedy this mismatch in public education” 
(Deschenes et al., 2001, p.526) to create educational environments that meet the needs of 
our most vulnerable youth.  
 Creating a mission and vision allows us to have conversations relative to program 
service and delivery.  “In many instances, districts have been quick to send students to 
alternative schools but slow to provide necessary resources” (Brown & Addison, 2012, p. 
7). If we believe our schools are responsible for reinventing an educational approach, 
then we must have access to the resources and supports necessary to help make that 
happen. Through networking, we can work collaboratively to establish the purpose, 
mission, and vision of our schools to become advocates not only for our students but for 
ourselves as professionals. “We don’t want to exclude alternatives, but include them with 
purpose” (Rennie Center, 2014, p. 11).  
 It also becomes important to discuss the purpose, mission and vision of these 
programs so we can seek appropriate and relevant professional development 
opportunities specific to our programs. For example, if we determine one of our goals is 
to help students develop the employability skills necessary for the world of work, then we 
can seek professional development opportunities to support that specific goal. Or if we 
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determine one of our goals is to “search for ways to make learning relevant and 
applicable to life outside of school” (Brown & Addison, 2012, p. 8), then what kinds of 
professional development are out there? We can also determine specific strategies our 
colleagues are using to support our goals, mission, and vision and use each other for the 
opportunity to grow. Identifying programs, we could visit and observe to enhance our 
teaching strategies, develop alternative instructional methods, (Aron, 2006, p. 12) and 
implement research-supported practices would be a huge benefit to us as professionals. 
 Developing a specific purpose allows us to seek partnerships within the school 
and community for support. “Critical educators who work toward social change endorse 
theories that are dialectical” (McLaren, 2003, p. 69). We recognize the issues these 
students face are the product of a larger social structure and require support beyond the 
educational institutions. Having this dialectical thinking, allows us to begin to identify 
partners for change. We need to find a way to implement a more systematic 
transformation of services, which “requires all members of society to join together to 
seek solutions to the multifaceted problems we face” (Goodman, 1999, p.10). With 
specifically identified goals, as a network we can begin identifying and establishing 
potential youth agency partnerships that could provide additional resources.  
 Finally establishing this purpose allows us to think about our expectations for 
students. What are the outcomes we want for our students and how do our programs 
support these? Alternative schools must be engaged in promoting positive, social change 
and having these expectations outlined, our networking group can begin to identify ways 




Limitations of the Study 
A major limitation of this study was the small sample size, both regarding the 
number of participants as well as the number of alternative programs represented. 
Participants were recruited from a small region and may not represent alternative 
programs statewide. This small sample size also limited the participation within the 
networking system that was created. A broader participant pool could deepen the 
understanding of our current state of alternative programs to further identify the strengths 
and areas of growth.  
The survey and interviews used in this research study relied on self-reported data. 
Consequently, there was the possibility that data may have had inaccuracies or 
inconsistencies. To best mitigate these concerns, the methodological design included 
efforts to find ways, without incentivizing participation, to increase involvement and 
minimize the effects of inaccuracies in data collection. Interviews were used as a follow-
up to surveys to help reduce these effects through clarification of narrative answers. 
However, the accuracy of research answers is unable to be fully verified or validated.  
The research reflected on the implementation of a variety of research-based 
practices; however, this list is not exhaustive. The research-based practices in this study 
do not recognize other practices important to alternative education. Practices in this study 
are not ranked on perceived importance by participants. Therefore, in the initial 






Recommendations for Future Research and Practice 
 The findings from this study suggested several areas for future research. First, 
identifying appropriate methods for evaluating the effectiveness of alternative programs 
could be valuable in program development. It will be important to consider gathering data 
on graduation rates, attendance rates, disciplinary data, and dropout statistics. Also, 
outcomes of students participating in alternative methods should be investigated. Some of 
these outcomes could include graduation rates, employment rates, enrollment in 
postsecondary programs, and utilizing community agencies. Improved data collection and 
reporting methods could be instrumental in transforming program design to allow for 
evidence-based decision-making and knowledge sharing relative to research-supported 
practices in alternative programs. Compiling accurate data can allow districts to “develop 
a keen sense of which practices have the greatest potential impact for which students” 
(Rennie Center, 2014, p. 14) 
 Related to outcomes, research is needed to investigate the implementation of 
curriculum emphasizing decision-making, critical thinking, communication and 
interpersonal skills, resiliency, and self-awareness. Developing these skills, in turn, 
would assist students in achieving their goals. The need to address the social-emotional 
skills of students in alternative programs suggests it would be useful to identify 
community-based services to assist students and families in accessing support systems 
necessary for their success in school and beyond. 
 Many alternative programs were utilizing online curriculum to support the 
academic progress of students in credit recovery. These programs had been implemented 
to help students recover the credits they need for graduation. There had been some 
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identified pros and cons of online programs, but further research into the effectiveness of 
online programs could be beneficial. Online credit recovery programs is a research topic 
which could help identify the gaps in relationships between teachers and students and 
students and peers. It is also necessary to identify the type of learning taking place and 
whether it is meaningful and engaging to students.  
 Future research may focus on the investigation of current laws and policies 
surrounding alternative programs in other states. This investigation could begin to outline 
the benefits and constraints these types of policies place upon alternative education 
programs. It will be important to investigate the extent to which alternative schools are 
meeting the desired outcomes of laws and policies such as NCLB, particularly in regard 
to meeting the standards for highly qualified teachers and accountability measures. 
Educational legislation will continue to have an impact on alternative education.  
Research could further focus on collegiate-level programs that strengthen the 
qualifications and skills necessary to be an effective teacher of alternative programs. 
Teaching in an alternative program requires teachers to have a knowledge of the general 
education curriculum, but also have behavior management strategies and positive 
behavioral supports to enhance their classroom atmosphere. In addition, alternative 
teachers could benefit from additional training in communication and collaboration with 
school personnel, community-based professionals, and families. Interview data from this 
study align with the research from Hosley et al. (2009), which stated that “frequent 
meetings with families were not the norm” in alternative programs (p. 13).  Training to 
build these relationships are collaborations are necessary components of effective 
alternative education programs and could help improve post-school outcomes of students.  
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Finally, there must be an effort put forth to identify ways to equip alternative 
programs with the necessary resources to be successful. The resources should include 
“adequate staffing, adequate instructional resources for teachers, remediation resources 
for students, and specialized training for teachers” (Brown & Addison, 2012, p. 19) as 
well as necessary funding. It will be important to identify options for professional 
development for teachers in alternative education. Both administrators and teachers in 
this survey noted a need for ongoing professional development opportunities specific to 
alternative education. With the understanding that the state of Nebraska (and most other 
states) have no college-level programs addressing the needs of teachers in alternative 
education, specific professional development opportunities should be available for 
teachers to build the skills necessary to improve their instructional practices within their 
programs. Currently, these resources seem to be minimal at best. Research should focus 
on the benefits of collaboration systems such as the one created in this system and 
empower others to assist in building their own learning networks.  
 Alternative programs have been on the rise and are one way public schools are 
embracing the vision that the educational institutions must provide an appropriate 
education for all students. Alternative programs seek to implement innovative methods to 
teach students who have not been successful with mainstream education and provide 
them a chance to re-engage with learning. Research has shown effective alternative 
schools can “engage, retain, and graduate high-risk students” (Franklin et al., 2007). 
However, schools must make an effort to ensure they are offering a genuine alternative 
with an allocation of appropriate resources, staffing, and opportunity for professional 
growth. These programs must remain attached to their purpose and design holistic 
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programs that support these youth through a variety of services. Through a collaborative 
network, practitioners can engage in meaningful work to establish goals that aim to 
improve alternative programs. The work in alternative schools may not be easy but is 
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APPENDIX B. APPROVAL FOR INTERVIEWS 
IRB Number # 20190619342EX 
Study Title: Addressing the Need for an Alternative Education Collaborative in 
     Nonmetropolitan School Districts 
 Invitation 
 Dear Nebraska Educator,  
My name is Trina Pettit. I am a doctoral student in the Teaching, Learning, and Teacher 
Education department at the University of Nebraska - Lincoln and am conducting a study 
on alternative education programs in nonmetropolitan school districts. If you are 19 years 
of age or older and a teacher or teacher leader in an alternative education program, you 
may participate in this research. 
What is the reason for doing this research study? 
This is a research project that focuses on gathering information on how schools are 
designing alternative programs to address the needs of students at risk of dropping out of 
school. The research seeks to investigate four components: participant information, 
program components, access to professional development specific to their teaching 
assignment within an alternative program, and the implementation of best practices 
surrounding alternative education. With this data, the goal is to create a collaborative 
network for teachers and leaders in alternative education. In order to participate you must 
be 19 years of age or older and a teacher or teacher leader in an alternative education 
program. 
What will be done during this research study? 
Participation in this involved an interview that will be conducted through Zoom, and will 
only be audio-recorded. The participant will be sent a Zoom link to join the interview 
online. Participation in this interview will typically last approximately 30 minutes, and 
will in no case, exceed one hour.  
What are the possible risks of being in this research study? 
There are no known risks or discomforts associated with this research.   
What are the possible benefits to you? 
The results of this survey will be used to create a collaborative network for professionals 
in alternative education. The goal of this network will be to inform the field of alternative 
education, seek out professional development opportunities, and collaboratively identify 
ways to implement best practices in the alternative education programs. 
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How will information about you be protected? 
The information you provide in this interview will be kept confidential. Your personal 
information, such as your name and contact information will not be shared with anyone 
but the primary researcher and the faculty member overseeing the research. The 
information will only be audio-recorded and no video will be saved for the purpose of 
protecting your anonymity. The information obtained in this study may be published in 
scientific journals or presented at professional conferences but will only report your 
responses in summary without any references that could be used to identify you. 
What are your rights as a research subject? 
You may ask any questions concerning this research and have those questions answered 
before agreeing to participate in or during the study. 
For study related questions, please contact the investigator(s): 
Trina Pettit, Primary Investigator, (608) 553-0786, laufentj@gmail.com 
Dr. Ted Hamann, Faculty Advisor, ehamann2@unl.edu 
For questions concerning your rights or complaints about the research contact the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB): 
·     Phone: 1(402)472-6965 
·     Email: irb@unl.edu 
What will happen if you decide not to be in this research study or decide to stop 
participating once you start? 
You can decide not to be in this research study, or you can stop being in this research 
study (“withdraw’) at any time before, during, or after the research begins for any reason. 
Deciding not to be in this research study or deciding to withdraw will not affect your 
relationship with the investigator, the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, or your place of 
employment. 
You will not lose any benefits to which you are entitled. 
Documentation of Informed Consent 
You are voluntarily making a decision whether or not to participate in this research study. 
By signing and dating this form and returning to the researcher, you have given your 

































APPENDIX C. INFORMED CONSENT LETTER FOR SURVEY 
IRB Number #  20190619342EX 
Study Title:  Addressing the Need for an Alternative Education Collaborative in 
     Nonmetropolitan School Districts 
Invitation 
Dear Nebraska Educator,  
My name is Trina Pettit. I am a doctoral student in the Teaching, Learning, and Teacher 
Education department at the University of Nebraska - Lincoln and am conducting a study 
on alternative education programs in nonmetropolitan school districts. If you are 19 years 
of age or older and a teacher or teacher leader in an alternative education program, you 
may participate in this research. 
What is the reason for doing this research study? 
This is a research project that focuses on gathering information on how schools are 
designing alternative programs to address the needs of students at risk of dropping out of 
school. The research seeks to investigate four components: participant information, 
program components, access to professional development specific to their teaching 
assignment within an alternative program, and the implementation of best practices 
surrounding alternative education. With this data, the goal is to create a collaborative 
network for teachers and leaders in alternative education. In order to participate you must 
be 19 years of age or older and a teacher or teacher leader in an alternative education 
program. 
What will be done during this research study? 
Participation in this survey will require approximately 5 to 30 minutes. If you consent to 
take the survey after reading this disclosure, you will be taken immediately to the survey.  
What are the possible risks of being in this research study? 
There are no known risks or discomforts associated with this research.   
What are the possible benefits to you? 
The results of this survey will be used to create a collaborative network for professionals 
in alternative education. The goal of this network will be to inform the field of alternative 
education, seek out professional development opportunities, and collaboratively identify 
ways to implement best practices in the alternative education programs. 
172 
 
Compensation: If you complete the survey, you will be entered in a drawing to receive 
one of five $10.00 Amazon.com gift certificates. While the final odds of receiving a 
certificate will vary according to the number of participants, the overall odds of winning 
are at least 1 in 16. Winners will be notified via email two weeks after the survey closes. 
You will receive no other compensation for your participation. 
How will information about you be protected? 
The information you provide in this survey will be kept confidential. Your personal 
information, such as your name and contact information will not be shared with anyone 
but the primary researcher and the faculty member overseeing the research. The 
information obtained in this study may be published in scientific journals or presented at 
professional conferences but will only report your responses in summary without any 
references that could be used to identify you. 
What are your rights as a research subject? 
You may ask any questions concerning this research and have those questions answered 
before agreeing to participate in or during the study. 
For study related questions, please contact the investigator(s): 
Trina Pettit, Primary Investigator, (608) 553-0786, laufentj@gmail.com 
Dr. Ted Hamann, Faculty Advisor, ehamann2@unl.edu 
For questions concerning your rights or complaints about the research contact the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB): 
·     Phone: 1(402)472-6965 
·     Email: irb@unl.edu 
What will happen if you decide not to be in this research study or decide to stop 
participating once you start? 
You can decide not to be in this research study, or you can stop being in this research 
study (“withdraw’) at any time before, during, or after the research begins for any reason. 
Deciding not to be in this research study or deciding to withdraw will not affect your 
relationship with the investigator, the University of Nebraska-Lincoln, or your place of 
employment. 
You will not lose any benefits to which you are entitled. 
Documentation of Informed Consent 
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You are voluntarily making a decision whether or not to participate in this research study. 
By completing and submitting your survey responses, you have given your consent to 

























APPENDIX D. SURVEY 
SECTION 1: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION 
1. Is your position within the public school system in an alternative education 
 program or oversee an alternative education program? (If the answer is no, this  
survey is completed.) 
2. Which of the following most closely describes your job title? 
a. Principal 
b. Assistant Principal 
c. School counselor 
d. Program director or coordinator 
e. Teacher 
f. Paraprofessional 
g. Other (Please specify_______________________) 
3. Are you a male or female? 
4. What is your race? (Check all that apply) 
a. White 
b. Black or African American 
c. Hispanic or Latino 
d. Asian 
e. Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander 
f. American Indian or Alaska Native 
5. Please select your age range 
a. 18-24 years old 
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b. 25-34 years old 
c. 35-44 years old 
d. 45-54 years old 
e. 55-64 years old 
f. 65 years or older 
6. Including the 2018-2019 school year, how many years have you been in any  
position in education?  
a. 1 to 5 
b. 6 to 10 
c. 11 to 15 
d. More than 15 
7. Including the 2018-2019 school year, how many years have you been in your  
current position? 
a. 1 to 5 
b. 6 to 10 
c. 11 to 15 
d. More than 15 
8. During the 2018-2019 school year, did you hold any of the following positions in  
addition to your role in alternative education? 
a. Department Head 
b. Curriculum Specialist or Coordinator 
c. Assistant Principal or Program Director 
d. Guidance Counselor 
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e. Library Media Specialist 
f. Athletic coach or director 
g. Sponsor for student clubs/debate teams 
9. What is the highest degree you have earned? 
a. Associate’s degree 
b. Bachelor’s degree 
c. Master’s degree 
d. Educational specialist or professional diploma (at least one year beyond 
master’s level) 
e. Doctorate or professional degree 
f. Do not have a degree 
SECTION 2: PROGRAM COMPONENTS 
1.  How many alternative schools and programs were there in your district during  
the 2018-2019 school year? 
2. Of those programs in question 1, how many were  
located within the regular school? ____ 
located in a separate school building? _____ 
located in a nonschool setting? _____ 
3. During the 2018-2019 school year, what grades were taught in your district’s  










4. Approximately how many students in your district are enrolled in alternative  
schools or programs? 
5. Are any of the following subsets of students targeted for participation in  
alternative schools or programs? (Check all that apply) 
a. Students with attendance issues (truancy) 
b. Students in need of credit recovery 
c. Students with discipline or behavioral issues 
d. Students in a particular grade level, regardless of performance 
e. Students recommended by high school staff (e.g., counselor or teacher) 
f. Students re-entering after expulsion 
g. English Language Learners 
h. Other (Please specify ______________________) 
6.  Of the students enrolled in alternative schools or programs, approximately how  
many are students in special education with an Individualized Education Program 
(IEP)? 
7. In any month during the 2018-2019 school year, were any of your district’s 




8. What mode of instruction is typically offered in the alternative schools or programs in 
your district? 
a. Online 
b. In Person 
c. Blended learning (e.g., online with an in-person facilitator) 
9. When are alternative schools and programs offered to your students? (Check all that 
apply) 
a. During the summer 
b. During the regular school day 
c. Before and/or after school during the week 
d. On weekends during the school year (Saturday school) 
10. Who provides instruction in alternative schools or programs in your district? (Check 
all that apply) 
a. Teacher provided by the online course provider 
b. Classroom teachers 
c. Resource teachers 
d. Paraprofessionals 
e. Administrators 
f. Other (Please specify ________________________) 
11. On average, approximately how many students per teacher are there in your 
alternative schools or programs? 
a. Does not apply, no teacher 
b. 1 to 5 students 
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c. 6 to 10 students 
d. 11 to 15 students 
e. 16 to 20 students 
f. 21 to 25 students 
g. More than 25 students 
SECTION 3: ACCESS TO PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 
1. Does your district have specific requirements for teaching in an alternative school or 
program, in addition to regular teacher requirements (e.g., special education or 
training requirements)? 
2. Does your district have ongoing professional development requirements for teaching 
in an alternative school or program, in addition to those required of all teachers? 
3. During the 2018-2019 school year, did you participate in any of the following kinds 
of professional development? (Check all that apply) 
a. University course related to alternative education 
b. University course unrelated to alternative education 
c. Visits to other alternative education programs 
d. Individual or collaborative research on a topic in alternative education 
e. Mentoring program in your district 
f. Peer observation of other teachers in your district 
g. Participation in alternative education collaborative network (e.g. group of 
alternative education teachers or leaders by an outside agency or through the 
Internet) 
h. Workshops, conferences, or trainings as an attendee 
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i. Workshops, conferences, or trainings as a presenter 
j. Other (please specify) ______________________ 
SECTION 4: BEST PRACTICES 
The following are standards and indicators of quality programming identified by 
the National Alternative Education Association (NAEA) as Exemplary Practices 2.0 
(National Alternative Education Association, 2014). Please indicate the extent to which 
you agree or disagree with the statements as they relate to your alternative program.  
Vision and Mission 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 
















The alternative program 
has developed a guiding 
vision and mission that 
drives the operation of 
the program.   
     
The vision and mission 
are documented, 
published, and visible to 
students, 
parents/guardians, staff, 
and the community 
stakeholders.   
     
The vision and mission 
of the school include the 
identification of the 
student population for 
whom the alternative 
program is designed to 
serve.  
     
The vision and mission      
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of the school promotes a 
safe and secure 
environment while 
developing the 
emotional and physical 
wellness of all students.  
 
Leadership 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 




















leadership.   
     
School leadership 
purposely engages in 
opportunities to promote 
program success and 
strategically includes 
community, business, 
and media in 
celebrations.   
     
All stakeholders 
including administrators, 
teachers, and staff are 
committed to full 
implementation of the 
mission and core values 
of the school.   
     
On-site leadership 
promotes collaboration 
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of program quality.   
 
Climate and Culture 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 

















The program is housed 
in a safe, well 
maintained, aesthetically 
pleasing, and physically 
accessible environment 
that supports optimal 
student learning.   
     
Rules and behavioral 
expectations are clearly 
written, understood and 
accepted by staff, 
students, and 
parents/guardians.   
     
The school culture and 
climate are characterized 
by a positive rather than 
punitive atmosphere for 
behavioral management 
and student discipline.    
     
The school actively 
promotes student 
engagement and affords 
students with the 
opportunity to have a 
role in shaping the 
learning environment to 
facilitate feelings of 
connectedness.    





Staffing and Professional Development 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 


















and innovative teachers 
who demonstrate 
multiple teaching styles 
are employed at the 
school.   
     
The focus of 
professional 
development is on 
student achievement, 
effective and affective 
skill development, social 
skills, and college and 
career readiness.  
     
Increasing staff capacity 
through training to 
ensure the use of 
research based strategies 
that align with the needs 
of the program 
population is used 
strategically at the 
school.    
     
Administration ensures 
ongoing professional 
development is geared 
towards the specific 
needs of teachers and 
support personnel as it 
relates to their role in an 
alternative program. 





Curriculum and Instruction 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 

















Access to the academic 
core curriculum is 
ensured at the traditional 
program.    
     
All faculty are 
competent in research 
based teaching 
techniques and behavior 
management strategies 
appropriate for the target 
student population.  
     
Teachers provide 
differentiated instruction 
designed to close gaps in 
student learning.   
     
Students have 
opportunities to learn 
and/or participate in 
non-core content areas 
that may include: fine 




service learning, and 
technical/vocational 
courses.  
     
The alternative program 
promotes community 
involvement through 
service learning and 
meaningful community 
service.  




life skills (e.g., career 
preparation, citizenship, 
conflict resolution, 
decision making skills, 
problem solving, public 
speaking, self-
management, social 
skills, teamwork, time 
management, work-
based learning, etc.) into 
the curricula.  
     
Project based learning 
are used to build social 
relationships by 
supporting collaboration 
and teamwork.  
     
Technology is blended 
into the instructional 
delivery process across 
all content areas. 
     
The curriculum is 
supported by access to a 
balance of up-to-date, 
well-maintained 
textbooks, library media, 
technology, and other 
instructional materials 
that are age and grade 
appropriate.  
     
 
Student Assessment 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 


















promote assessment as a 
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means to identify 
individual and group 
learner needs.  
Teachers use reliable 
formative and 
summative tools that 
align with curriculum 
and instruction to track 
student performance and 
progress. 
     
The program uses 






graduation with an 
emphasis on both 
informal and formal 
assessments.  
     
Assessments are directly 




accommodate a variety 
of individual learning 
needs.  
     
 
Transition Planning and Support 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 

















Transition planning and 
the student plan afford 
students the opportunity 
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to maintain and 




includes referral and 
timely access to 
community agencies, 
and support services 
such as: mental health, 
public health, family 
support, housing, 
physical fitness 
activities, and other 
youth services.  
     
Student areas of strength 
and growth are 
addressed as part of 
transition in, throughout, 
and upon exit of the 
alternative program.  
     
 
Parent/Guardian Involvement 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 



















welcomed and actively 
recruited by the 
alternative program.   
     
Effective 
communication and 
interaction takes place 
between 
parents/guardians and 
school staff to include 
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consistent notification of 
student progress.   
Parents/guardians are 
recognized as equal 
partners and are 
involved in the decision-
making process for the 
student and the program.   
     
Consultation regarding 
strategies to support the 
learning and personal 
success of students is 
made readily available 
to all parents/guardians.    
     
 
Collaboration 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 



















are secured and 
established to help the 
alternative program 
solve problems and 
achieve goals.  
     
Interagency and 
community partnerships 
exist to support the 
physical and mental 
health of students 
enrolled in the program.  
     
Community partners are 
utilized when integrating 
life skills, soft skills, 
college and career 
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readiness, ad service 
learning into the 
alternative program.  
 
Program Evaluation 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 


















evaluations to determine 
progress toward meeting 
the vision and mission 
of the program and plans 
for continuous school 
improvement are 
conducted at the 
alternative program.  
     
Student outcome data 
(graduation rates, credits 
earned, grades, 
attendance, disciplinary 
date, and dropout 
statistics) is gathered as 
a means to evaluate the 
success of the alternative 
program.  
     
On a yearly basis, 
student, parent/guardian, 
staff, and community 
surveys are administered 
by the alternative school 
to assess school 
improvement.  
     
Staff surveys are 
administered to assess 
attitudes and opinions 
about school culture and 
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climate, the learning 
environment, staff-
administrator /staff-staff 
relations, perceptions of 
program effectiveness 
and success relative to 
students’ academic, 




Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 

















An environment for 
academic preparation 
which promotes a wide 
range of post-secondary 
options including 
trade/technical school, 
the armed services, and 
college is created at the 
program. 
     
Students work with 
professional counselors 
to establish challenging 
effective and affective 
academic goals. 
     
Students investigate the 
world of work as it 
relates to their interests, 
skills, and goals.  
     
Helping students 
establish job readiness 
skills is a goal of the 
program.  




School Social Work 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 

















Social justice is 
emphasized by the 
program.  
     
A social work program 
is a characteristic of the 
alternative program.  
     
 
Policies and Procedures 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 

















Clearly defined roles 
and responsibilities for 
all teaching and support 
personnel are written 
and fully explained to 
alternative program 
staff.  
     
Schools have established 
a thorough written code 
of conduct and 
comprehensive student 
discipline plan that 
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Lists and procedures for 
conducting emergency 
drills (fire/tornado drills, 
shelter in place, lock 
down) are in place for 
the alternative program.  
     
Procurement procedures, 






outlined in a systematic, 
clear, and concise 
manner.  
     
 
Nontraditional Education Plan 
Based on your 
experiences, to what 
extent do you agree or 
disagree with the 
following statements? 






















plans at the alternative 
program.  
     
An individual student 
plan is created that 
targets student 
achievement, effective 
and affective growth, 
social skill development, 
and college and career 
readiness skills.  
     
A Student Support Team      
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(SST) is established and 
involved in forming and 
monitoring the student’s 
progress.  
The nontraditional 
education plan addresses 
required services to meet 
the educational needs of 
students with disabilities 
and second language 
learners.  
     
 
SECTION 5: FUTURE COLLABORATION EFFORTS 
1.  Would you be willing to be contacted in the future for further clarification or expansion 
of your answers? 















APPENDIX E. SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEW PROTOCOLS  
1.  Tell me about your background in education. 
2. How did you become involved in alternative education? 
3. What is your role in alternative education? 
4. What other roles do you play in your district? (Coach, Sponsor, Other Duties Assigned) 
5. What kind of alternative program do you view yours as? (e.g. program for expelled, 
special education program, credit recovery program, etc.) 
6. Describe the population of students you serve.  
7. Describe any professional development opportunities you have engaged in during the 
past school year. Past 5 years? 
a. Can you give me an example of one of these professional development opportunities? 
8. How have these professional development opportunities been funded? (e.g. personal 
funds, school district, grant, etc.) 
9. Does your program have a handbook? 
a. Does it describe the mission and vision of your program? 
b. Tell me about that mission or vision.  
10. Tell me about the leadership of your program. Who supervises the program? What is the 
hierarchy of the program? 
11. Where is your program located and how does that contribute to (or not) the success of 
students?  
12.  Describe the mode(s) of instruction used in your program. 
13. What type of curriculum do you use?  
14. Describe a typical day in your classroom - routines, schedule, etc. 
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15.  How involved are parents/guardians in your program? 
16. How do you support students in planning and taking action toward their post-secondary 
goals? 
17. Are there outside agencies that you collaborate with for the success of your students? 
Describe these collaboration efforts.  
18.  Do you collect data for program evaluation such as graduation rates, attendance, 
disciplinary, dropout rates? If so, how do you use that data? 
19. Do you use any other school supports such as a counselor, social workers, etc. to provide 
additional services to students? 
20. What do you view as your biggest challenge in alternative education? 
a. Teacher preparation? 










i This was information that was gathered in my preliminary investigation into alternative programs and was 
given to me information as a teacher to NDE representative and I do not wish to name this individual for 
privacy and anonymity. 
ii Again, this representative remains unnamed for privacy and anonymity as this contact was made prior to 
the research for this study.   
                                               
